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 Glossary 

Agricultural Labourer  As per the Census of India, a person working on another 
person's land for wages in money or kind or share. 

Agricultural Household A household which receives more than INR 3000 (USD 43) 
from agricultural produce with at least one member self-
employed in agriculture either in the principal status or in 
subsidiary status during last 365 days. 

Cultivator As per the Census of India, a cultivator is engaged in 
cultivation of land not legally entitled to them. 

Effectively Landless  All households owning less than 1 acre [0.40 ha] of land. 

Gram Panchayat The lowest tier of governance in India, part of the 
Panchayati Raj System introduced with the 72nd 
Constitutional Amendment to decentralize governance. 

Green Revolution  A set of technologies such as high yielding varieties of seeds 
and complementary fertilisers and pesticides promoted by 
American institutions in the 1950s and 1960s for improving 
yields and per hectare productivity. 

Kharif Cropping season dependent on the south-west monsoons, 
between June to September. Some of the crops grown in this 
season are rice, oilseeds, maize, pulses, cereals and soybean. 

Other Backward Classes These are socially, economically and educationally 
disadvantaged groups protected through special provisions 
by the Constitution of India. 

Rabi Cropping season between December and March. Crops 
grown in this season are also known as winter crops. Wheat, 
barley, sesame, peas and mustard are some examples of 
winter crops. 

Scheduled Caste These are such castes, races or tribes or parts of such social 
groups who have been socially and economically 
marginalised and are protected through special provisions 
by the Constitution of India. 

Small and Marginal Farmers Those farmers owning less than two hectares of land. 
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Abstract 

High levels of indebtedness and environmental degradation are at the core of India’s agro-
ecological crisis, creating extreme forms of marginalisation and agrarian transformations such 
that it leaves a large part of the population socio-economically and ecologically vulnerable. 
However, the two phenomenon must not be singled out and understood with a siloed ap-
proach. They are intertwined to each and are bringing about deep-rooted systemic shifts 
which are enforcing extreme forms of inequalities. The purpose of this study is to understand 
the mechanisms by which debt and environmental degradation are interlinked with each 
other such that they have exacerbated India’s agro-ecological crisis. The study identifies three 
modes of linkages between debt and environmental degradation – dispossession, differenti-
ation, and displacement; the biopolitics of debt; and commodification and financialisation of 
agro-commodities, in this case, soya. In the process, the study provides an overarching view 
of the financial landscape of debt rooted in environmental degradation and social relations 
of exchange – the types of debt, actors and institutions involved and parameters of environ-
mental degradation.  

Relevance to Development Studies 

India, with one the largest populations in the world engaged in agriculture, over 600 million 
people, and more than 86 percent being small and marginal farmers is undergoing a rapid 
agrarian transformation towards corporatisation and financialisation of its agrarian systems. 
This will have brutal consequences for food and nutritional security and livelihoods of 
women, small and marginal farmers and the landless and for natural resources, mainly land 
and water. Much of this transformation is rooted in debt and environmental degradation 
creating extreme conditions of exclusion, displacement, dispossession, and socio-ecological 
violence. The geographies of indebtedness are not homogenous and static but are character-
ised by the intersectionality of caste, gender and class identities which have embodied exploi-
tation. This study contributes towards understanding the relationship between debt and eco-
logical degradation to support and in solidarity with social movements towards a transition 
to socio-ecologically just landscapes unchained from the burdens and brutalities of debt. 

Keywords 

Debt, credit, environment, degradation, gender, political ecology 
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Chapter 1  
Introduction 

In March 2018, close to 40,000 farmers marched to the state legislative assembly in Mumbai, 
the financial capital of India, from across the state of Maharashtra to urge the government 
to concede to its demands for loan waivers, secured tenure and resource rights to land and 
an increment and assurance of the state declared minimum support guarantee prices (MSP) 
for its crops (Parth, 2018). Come November 2018, over 200,000 farmers from all over India 
gathered in New Delhi, the capital of the country, to draw the government’s attention to 
rural distress and the mounting agrarian crisis (K. Agarwal, 2018). It is interesting to note 
that these marches brought together farmers across classes, caste groups and gender for the 
range of issues that they pursued and the differentiated gendered impact of rural distress on 
such groups (PARI, No Date; Dhawale and Prashad, 2018). These were not siloed and se-
cluded protests. Over the past five years, several farmer unions have organised demonstra-
tions and protest marches to call out the state’s systematic attempt at depriving the small and 
marginal farmers, the landless and women of their right to earn a livelihood with dignity, also 
enshrined in India’s Constitution under Article 21. 

Fast forward to September 2020 in New Delhi where farmers from the neighbouring 
states of Punjab and Haryana, over 3000 in number, some with tractors while others on foot, 
conglomerate to protest the national government’s act of passing three farm-related ordi-
nances aimed at reforming markets for agricultural produce by favouring agri-businesses. 
These are the Farmers’ Produce Trade and Commerce (Promotion and Facilitation) Bill, 
2020, the Farmers (Empowerment and Protection) Agreement on Price Assurance and Farm 
Services Bill, 2020 and the Essential Commodities (Amendment) Bill, 2020, henceforth re-
ferred to as farm ordinances (EPW Editorials, 2020b, 2020a; Singh, 2020). These ordinances 
essentially underline the route of corporatisation of India’s agriculture through free market 
price mechanisms hinting at eventual withdrawal of state support to agriculture. The protests 
were more pronounced in Punjab and Haryana who contribute to the bulk of the purchase 
of wheat and rice by the government at an assured price but remain highly indebted from 
the pitfalls of the Green Revolution.1   

While the dichotomy of the protests in Mumbai (2018) and New Delhi (2020) in terms 
of class, caste and cause are evident, these are indicative of the larger agro-ecological crisis 
brewing in rural India over the past three decades. At the crux of the crisis, lies the problem 
of indebtedness among rural agrarian households and one of environmental degradation. 
This provides the basis for investigating the dynamics of agro-ecology and indebtedness in 
India. Further, it is critical and urgent to understand if the occurrence of indebtedness and 
ecological degradation is a co-incidence or is there a co-relation? This research aims to deci-
pher the hypothesis on the mechanisms of the relationship between indebtedness and envi-
ronmental degradation, whereby the two phenomenon reinforce each other to exacerbate an 
agro-ecological crisis. 

 
1 Refer to the glossary. 
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1.1 A Panoramic View of India’s Debt-Laden Agro-
Ecological Crisis 

More than 600 million people in India, over 50 percent of its population, depend on 
agriculture and forests for livelihood security and around 85 percent of the agricultural land-
holdings are small and marginal (less than two hectares). Further, more than 52 percent of 
India’s agricultural households are indebted (NSSO, 2016; GoI, 2018a). Between, 1992 and 
2015, India’s debt to asset ratio for a farming household expanded by 630 percent (Kan-
dikuppa, 2018). Understandably, a loan waiver remains a persistent demand of the farmers 
to allow for a transition to debt-free agriculture. In 2008, the GoI introduced the Agricultural 
Debt Waiver and Debt Relief Scheme (ADWDRS) under which the highest loan waiver in 
the history of post-independence India equating to INR 525.16 billion (USD 8.4 billion) of 
loans granted by institutional sources were waived off for farmers (S. Raj and Prabhu, 2018, 
p.2). In the past 5 years, loan waivers have prominently featured in election manifestos. In 
2016-17, the states of Uttar Pradesh, Maharashtra and Punjab announced loan waivers 
amounting to INR 770 billion (USD 11 billion). However, the benefits of such waivers do 
not percolate to the landless, small and marginal farmers, and those with conflicted land 
titles. This is because only 15 percent of such farmers can access institutional credit with 
caste, class and gender becoming a critical factor in the process (Rajeev, Vani and Bhattachar-
jee, 2011; Banik, 2018; Rajeev and Nagendran, 2018). 

India faces a substantial groundwater crisis with the rate of extraction of groundwater 
escalating by 92 percent since the 1960s making India the world’s largest user of groundwater 
(Srinivasan, 2017). Further, nearly 30 percent of India’s land is undergoing desertification – 
a process of “land degradation in arid, semi-arid and dry sub-humid areas resulting from 
various factors, including climatic variations and human activities leading to loss of produc-
tive ecosystem and biodiversity” (GoI, 2016, no page number). Notably, a majority of India’s 
agriculture is practiced in semi-arid areas. While environmental degradation is attributed to 
anthropogenic factors, deforestation and extreme climate events such as droughts, the dy-
namics of indebtedness are often excluded from or are limited to a risk or a vulnerability in 
mainstream narratives of environmental change (Lambin et al., 2001; IPCC et al., 2014; Ben-
jaminsen, 2015).  

The year 1991 remains a critical marker for India’s economy. India liberalised its eco-
nomic and agricultural policies in 1991, succumbing to global pressure tactics from Bretton 
Wood institutions – the World Trade Organisation (WTO), World Bank (WB) and the In-
ternational Monetary Fund (IMF) after it secured a loan of USD 4.8 billion from the IMF. 
Such a move further eroded the autonomy of the farmers worsening the agrarian crisis which 
at the time was reeling under the stagnation effect of the Green Revolution (Patnaik, 2003, 
p.35). The spill over continues to haunt India’s agrarian sector where rice and wheat, patent 
crops from the Green Revolution, constitute more than 70 percent of India’s agricultural 
production (PRS India, 2017). Indebtedness, then, becomes a critical factor driving agrarian 
transformations not just socially, politically and economically but also ecologically. To study 
such a complex phenomenon, this study adopts a multi-scalar and intersectional approach 
across 8 agro-ecological zones in India at the household, agri-business and national level 
through a set of cases. It must be noted that a group may be categorised as farmers or peas-
ants based on its level of subsistence, reproduction, access to land, market participation and 
dependence and engagement with the social network (Bernstein, 2003; Akram-Lodhi and 
Kay, 2010; O’laughlin, 2016). Based on the classical and contemporary debates, and the 
recognition that the hierarchy of endowments necessary for subsistence or surplus is situa-
tionally and seasonally varied and the impact of the agro-ecological crisis differentiated, this 
study prefers to use the term farmers (Patnaik, 1988, p.303).  
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1.2 The ‘Two-Faced’ Debt 

The nature, utility and productivity of debt have been long argued among its proponents, 
opponents and the sceptics (Gerber, 2013; Taylor, 2013; Ramprasad, 2019). Credit-debt re-
lations have been characterised by social patterns of exchange such that they could be mu-
tually beneficial to the community where such transactions occurred and profit was not a 
consideration in such relationships (Graeber, 2009, pp.8-9). Further, credit is also considered 
a critical component for asset creation, as a medium of financial inclusion and for meeting 
the aspirations of households. For several women self-help groups, credit was an important 
medium for exercising their agency in the household, to escape domestic abuse and for fi-
nancial empowerment, until it became a mode of exploitation (Joshi, 2020; Mullassery Sathi-
amma, 2020). 

As the debate progresses, the spurt of indebtedness and the changing nature of capital 
and credit with the financialization of agrarian economies has remained a constant (Green, 
2020). This is manifested through appropriation of surplus value which equates to profits, 
alienation of labour, social differentiation, unequal terms of exchange, relations of exploita-
tion and harmful environmental impacts (Luxemburg, 1968, pp.38-9; Taylor, 2013, p.701; 
Ramprasad, 2019, p.1290; Green, 2020, p.2). 

Such credit-debt relations are then fostered by capitalist processes of production 
whereby surplus capital accumulation becomes “ad infinitum” (Luxemburg, 1968, p.39). 
Credit and debt become instruments to achieve such a surplus value to serve expanding pro-
duction and consumption processes. Further, every cycle of production involves social re-
production critical to grease the wheels of capitalism. Credit-debt relations, then, also impact 
the means of social reproduction. The natural environment, land, resources and labour are 
important sources for reproduction that serve the interests of capital formation, production 
and expansion (Luxemburg, 2013, p.551).  

The impact of the complex credit-debt relations are also manifested in the decision-
making and policy formulations at the national, state and household levels on agro-ecological 
landscapes (Gerber, 2013; McMichael, 2013; Li, 2015; Taylor and Bhasme, 2019; Green, 
2020). The internationalisation of agriculture through unfair trade regimes and structural ad-
justment programmes across Latin America and Africa as ‘debt’ for development are well 
documented and capture loss of local food security, biodiversity and an increased financial 
dependence on Bretton Wood institutions (Raynolds et al., 1993; McMichael, 2007; Patel and 
McMichael, 2009; Patel, 2013). Access to and control of natural resources, including com-
mons, are often controlled by credit-debt relations. This not only constrains the agency of 
the individual and the household based on caste, class and gender dynamics, but also exac-
erbates vulnerability of the marginalised farmers and the landless (Taylor, 2013). The choices 
made by such households are heavily forced by institutional and structural constraints 
(Agarwal, 2014, p.1256). The social dynamics of credit-debt relations then become a debt-
cum-poverty trap, reinforcing social hierarchies of discrimination and differentiation (Taylor, 
2013). 

1.3 Objective of the Study 

This research thesis is an effort toward systematically historicising and capturing the relation-
ship between debt and the environment through an agro-extractivist and feminist political 
ecology approach by conceptualising the relationship through ‘geographies of expulsion’ 
(Sassen, 2017).  It aims to understand whether debt functions as a constraint to undertake 
decisions which are environmentally unsustainable. It is also an opportunity to analyse 
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ecological degradation from the lens of indebtedness and interweaves the political economy, 
agro-extraction and a feminist political ecology perspective on debt. 

1.4 Research Questions and Sub-questions 

My research questions and sub-questions are as follows – 

▪ What is the relationship between debt and ecological degradation manifested 
through land-use based decisions undertaken by the state, companies and family 
farms in India from a feminist political ecology approach? 

o What is the role of credit-debt relations, in exacerbating environmental deg-
radation in India? 

o What is the role of environmental degradation, in furthering indebtedness 
among agrarian communities in India? 

o What is the role of credit-debt relations, in constraining agro-ecologically sus-
tainable decisions at the state and household level? 

o To what extent does the feminisation of debt impact decisions related to 
lands and alter intra-household decision-making? 

 

To do so, the thesis will work towards building four sections to understand the relationship 
between debt and ecology. First, an analytical framework to situate and explain the concep-
tual and theoretical underpinnings of the study (Chapter 2). Second, a historical analysis from 
the mid-19th century to contextualise the role of credit-debt relations in influencing land-
based decision-making (Chapter 3). Third, a causal analysis between ecological degradation 
and debt operating through three mechanisms – dispossession and differentiation (Chapter 
4), the biopolitics of debt (Chapter 5) and commodification and financialization of the mar-
ket of soya (Chapter 6). Fourth, interspersed through the three mechanisms which spell out 
the relationship between debt and ecology, there emerges a classification of the types of debt 
(e.g. formal, informal, etc.), actors and institutions involved (e.g. peasants, moneylenders, 
banks, cooperatives, multilateral and bilateral institutions, etc.), levels of debt (e.g. household, 
state, national, etc.) and parameters of agro-ecological degradation (Chapter 7). 

To meet the objectives of the research, my umbrella approach remains one of feminist 
political ecology while my theoretical framework is based on Sassen’s ‘geographies of expul-
sion’ created through extractive economies. Within this theoretical framing, I leverage con-
cepts of dispossession and displacement by accumulation, the biopolitics of debt and agro-
extraction through financialisation and commodification which are discussed in the next 
chapter. 
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Chapter 2  
Methodology  

The multi-scalar and intersectional nature of the research required me to adopt an approach 
and theoretical framework suitable to understand the complex dynamics of the relation be-
tween debt and ecology. This was complemented by mixed methods of research for data 
collection and analysis which included literature review, semi-structured and informal inter-
views, secondary data analysis, a study of cases, policy mapping and analysing of political 
decision-making at the state and national level. 

This chapter aims to spell out the overall approach and the theoretical framework for 
analysing data and provides conceptual clarifications to the reader. It then discusses the 
methods adopted for data collection and collation – literature review, qualitative interviewing 
and case study research. It concludes by sharing the scope and limitations of the methodol-
ogy. The ethical approach and positionality are clarified in the methods section. 

2.1 Theoretical Framework for Analysis and Overall Approach 

The theoretical framework of this research is based on Saskia Sassen’s body of work on 
‘geographies of expulsion’ where she discusses the modes, instruments, channels and pro-
cesses (Sassen, 2014, pp.1-4) which create a ‘systemic edge.’ This is “a site where general 
conditions take extreme forms precisely because it is the site for expulsion or incorporation” 
(Sassen, 2014, p.211). Sassen describes these expulsions to be “subterranean trends” (Sassen, 
2014, p.211) since these are issues which are hard to decipher and quantify and do not quite 
explain the extreme nature of the problem at hand because we are looking at them based on 
our existing “geopolitical, economic and social markers” (Sassen, 2014, p.5).  These are often 
cross-cutting and are indicative of larger systemic problems which have manifested them-
selves overtime in a variety of ways such as displacement, droughts, dispossession, environ-
mental destruction and food insecurity. However, we fall into a trap of using singular siloed 
lens of familiar research and knowledge streams to explain such issues. Sassen suggests that 
there is an urgent need to go beyond these familiar explanations and to look at larger under-
lying trends which have contributed to creating “predatory formations” (Sassen, 2014, p.13). 
These are a mix of elite societal structures and systems that enable large-scale concentration 
and lead to expulsions which emerge from extreme conditions and “takes us beyond the 
more familiar idea of growing inequality” (Sassen, 2014, p.1) to systemic brutalities. The ex-
pulsions function through assemblages which include a wide variety of knowledge systems, 
technologies, practices and governance structures (Sassen, 2013, p.27) and through principles 
of extraction – an act of resource extraction from one site for value addition at another site 
while leaving the original site of extraction irreversibly damaged.  

Further, these predatory formations are complex in nature, encompassing such assem-
blages which cannot be dismantled by singular policy responses and are entrenched in exist-
ing systems of extraction. Such geographies of expulsion also make invisible the expelled. 
One critical factor for creating such expulsions is the financialization of our economic sys-
tems which Sassen refers to as “high finance” (Sassen, 2010, p.25). She identifies finance to 
be an extractive sector (Sassen, 2017, p.4). To simply put, these are complex systems involv-
ing financial instruments oriented towards profits from speculation than asset creation and 
consumption. In addition, debt servicing also functions within the larger assemblages of fac-
tors creating conditions for expulsion while functioning as “regimes of discipline” (Sassen, 
2010, p.85). The speculative and extractive logic put forth by Sassen to the financialization 
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of global systems must be understood as one which goes beyond the conventional under-
standing of value extraction to one generating expulsions (Sassen, 2013, pp.26-7). This links 
well to Akram-Lodhi’s “highly internationalised circuits of capital” (Akram-Lodhi, 2007, 
p.1449) based on speculation and functioning through multiple sectors, commodity or geo-
political regions. Thus, the framework on the ‘geographies of expulsion’ offers an insightful 
lens to understand the on-going agro-ecological crisis in India encompassing high levels of 
indebtedness and environmental degradation. 

However, a major drawback of Sassen’s ‘geographies of expulsion’ in its current form is 
the focus on the middle-classes and homogenising the differentiated impacts of the ‘geogra-
phies of expulsion’. Further, the literature on the political economy of indebtedness and 
credit in agrarian societies discusses its ramifications at the household, community and sec-
toral levels, including gender relations, albeit, only partially interweaves the impact on eco-
systems. The current literature which hints at the relationship between indebtedness and 
ecology feature some common strands of thought based on the political economy of debt, 
food sovereignty, financialization of agriculture, an increasing internationalisation of credit-
debt relations between the global north and the global south and corporatisation of agricul-
tural inputs (McMichael, 2007, 2013; Patel and McMichael, 2009; Agarwal, 2014; Li, 2015; 
Ouma, 2016; Gerber, 2014; Padhi, 2009; Raynolds et al., 1993; Singh et al., 2017; Shandra et 
al., 2005). Further, a systemised theorisation of the political ecology of indebtedness also 
remains sparse and scattered (Gerber, 2014). 

However, credit-debt relations in rural agrarian communities are complex, gendered and 
manifested through intertwined nodes of exchange which are socio-economically hierarchal 
in nature. These include state created institutional structures, informal networks, social insti-
tutions, natural resources and markets. Further, the intersectionality of social identities such 
as gender, caste, race and class influence the mechanisms of exchange with potential impact 
on the environment. To analyse this web of socio-political, economic and ecological relations 
requires a theoretical approach which offers a lens to grasp the plural and complex nature of 
such intersectionality (Elmhirst, 2011; Nightingale, 2011; Sato and Soto Alarcón, 2019). For 
this purpose, my umbrella approach remains one of feminist political ecology which offers 
me the ground and the clutch to analyse the impact of credit-debt relations on the environ-
ment and vice-versa while allowing me to introspect the ‘geographies of expulsion’ from an 
intersectional lens. 

2.1.1 Embedding Environmental Degradation to Logic of Extraction 

Environmental degradation is a multifaceted phenomenon and may be defined differently 
based on the scope, scale and context of a study (Benjaminsen, 2015; Ghazoul and Chazdon, 
2017). For this research paper, environmental degradation is to be understood from the lens 
of extraction and excessive use of natural resources beyond the capacity of the natural eco-
system to sustain and replenish itself. It is a form of environmental change experienced and 
embodied by communities that has altered the relationship, knowledge systems, traditional 
rights and resource access of communities to their environment, specifically to land and wa-
ter resources (Agarwal, 1992, p.127; Elmhirst, 2011, pp.129-31). The consequent impacts 
vary based on the intersectionality of the identities embodied by the people and based on 
their relation to the land. This also shapes their responses in the form of resistance, migration 
or shift to alternatives based on their social hierarchies, socio-cultural and ecological context. 
While I recognise the value of quantitative methodologies to measure degradation, to unpack 
the complex relationship between debt and ecology required me to adopt a socio-culturally 
embedded lens for degradation – “a process driven by decisions made in the context of 
socioeconomic conditions, political structures, and biophysical constraints, or as an 
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ecosystem state in which certain valued attributes of the ecosystem are impoverished or lost” 
(Ghazoul and Chazdon, 2017, p.165).  

For the purpose of analysing the linkages between debt and ecology contributing to 
India’s agro-ecological crisis, I specifically focus on land and water resource extraction as a 
form of environmental degradation. I adopt the traditional approaches to understanding ex-
tractive economies and further link it to Sassen’s logic of extraction. Simply put, ecological 
extraction is based on extracting of natural resources as raw materials from one geography, 
only to be transformed and consumed through value-addition in another geography. How-
ever, the benefits of such a transformation are not only unevenly distributed but also produce 
socio-economic and ecological disturbances in the geographies of extraction (Bunker, 1984, 
p.1019). Such geographies are unique for “natural resources can only be extracted where they 
occur, and agriculture depends on soil fertility, climate, and relatively large proportions of 
surface space” (Bunker, 1989, p.591). However, uneven power relations, compounded by 
debt bondages to the global north force such geographies to become merely price takers, 
making them overtly dependent on such resource extraction for repayment of debt and for 
economic sustenance. More recent debates have classified such a phenomenon to be one of 
neo-extractivism whereby such economies diligently deploy extraction as a development 
pathway for poverty alleviation (Burchardt and Dietz, 2014, pp.468-9). Control and resource 
mining are essential features of extractivism and neo-extractivism and the activities are cen-
tred around resources that cannot be reproduced but merely exploited. The logic of extrac-
tion then functions across three levels. First, necessary infrastructure made operational 
through a close collaboration between the state and private entities. Second, the functioning 
of an operational centre controlled by a monopolistic group. The third is the flow of re-
sources from the site of extraction to the site of appropriation which is the operational cen-
tre. This value-shift is merely consumed by the centre while the site of extraction faces severe 
ecological damages and exhaustion of resources (Ye et al., 2020, p.156-160). These impacts 
are embodied by communities residing on such sites of extraction and thus become biopo-
litical in nature. 

2.1.2 Locating the Biopolitics of Debt within Geographies of 
Expulsion 

Land is a critical resource supporting food security, livelihood, fodder, and fuel needs 
of communities, but it is also a highly gendered resource and holds a diverse set of socio-
cultural values. Land is increasingly being subjected to a set of assemblages to render it avail-
able to meet the needs of capital accumulation while intruding upon customary community 
centred use and access (Li, 2014, pp.590-91). Further Akram-Lodhi expands the idea of land 
to a landscape which embodies three elements – the material landform which includes crops, 
trees, shrubs and other natural resources; the abstract elements of the ecology such as cli-
matic conditions and finally, a cultural context within which these elements are socially em-
bedded. Commodification becomes a process of uprooting land, the material landforms and 
other natural resources from these elements to become alienated assets subjected to the com-
pulsions of the market (Akram-Lodhi, 2007, p.1439; Bernstein, 2010, p.102).  

Debt relations are a critical factor contributing to further commodification by promot-
ing export-oriented agrarian structures. These emerge from an increased demand of value-
added agricultural products mainly produced for the export market concentrated in the global 
north. Driven by profit orientation, such commodification reinforces certain assemblages of 
technology, market access, knowledge, inputs, and finance. For sustaining and expanding 
profits also requires additional rounds of credit which reinforces a cycle of indebtedness 
among the producers. This further intensifies the financialization of agricultural produce giv-
ing rise to innovative, complex, and multi-scalar financial instruments operating through 
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several parties which may be geographically dispersed. These are often speculative in nature 
such as derivatives which thrive on mere speculation rather than physical trade of goods and 
is directed at profit-orientation. This also involves a process of “dispossession of the peas-
antry” (Araghi, 2009b, p.122) from its lands and of its assets. This occurs through mecha-
nisms of “accumulation by displacement” (Araghi, 2009, p.118) and social differentiation. 
Here, accumulation is a product of surplus value which is extracted through improved and 
increased production, however, the benefits of which are concentrated in the hands of a few 
while depriving and marginalising large sections of the population (Akram-Lodhi, 2007, 
p.1453). This contributes to the creation ‘geographies of expulsion.’  

Using the feminist political ecology lens, I explore the bodily harm inflicted by debt and 
its relation to agro-ecological landscapes, specifically to certain crop types. For the purpose 
of this thesis, I refer to this as the biopolitics of debt. I rely on Kinkaid’s (2019) analysis of 
agrarian change through the embodied experiences of the Green Revolution in India for how 
such experiences “may register, mediate, shape, reproduce, resist, or disrupt broader social, 
environmental, and economic dynamics and trajectories” (Kinkaid, 2019, p.47). Further, I 
build upon the idea that commodification and financialization of agriculture force debt-ser-
vicing engagements which not only have gendered bodily impacts but are ecologically dam-
aging for the environment. Much of this is also driven by speculative demands and invest-
ments whose impacts are then embodied by farmers and the environment alike. Here, I rely 
on Nightingale’s theorising of “how material environments extend from and into the body 
with profound implications for social difference, space and ecologies” (Nightingale, 2011, 
p.153). 

I situate my analysis within this theoretical framework to not only explain the brewing 
agro-ecological crisis in India, but to also identify potential threats emerging from such a 
crisis which remains invisible to current systems of assessment. 

2.2 Methods 

I adopt a mixed research methods approach for primary and secondary data collection, col-
lation and analysis which are elaborated in the succeeding sections. 

2.2.1 Literature Review 

A literature review was carried out to identify existing literature formulating a relationship 
between ecology and debt; to check for existing arguments, agreements, disagreements and 
potential gaps to be filled; and to check for theoretical approaches, methodologies and meth-
ods utilised. I also identified literature exploring the historical occurrences of indebtedness 
in agrarian societies and the political economy of debt, literature on political ecology specif-
ically land and natural resource degradation and the body of work of feminist political ecol-
ogists. The literature review covered three databases – SCOPUS, GEOSPACE and 
ProQuest Platform. These were selected for having databases related political ecology, polit-
ical economy, sociology and economics. A set of steps were followed to filter the results 
based on the functionality of the database: 

▪ Boolean operators, truncation and wildcard functions were used as per the function-
ality of the database. 

▪ Since the ProQuest Platform searches across sixteen databases, this was reduced to 
one, International Bibliography of the Social Sciences (IBSS). 
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▪ For SCOPUS and GEOSPACE, if the set of results was over fifty, key words, ‘debt’, 
‘ecology’, ‘agriculture’, ‘environmental degradation’, ‘environment protection’, ‘eco-
system service’, ‘finance’, ‘profit’ or ‘incentive’ were applied to filter the results. 

▪ Based on the results, I used my personal discretion to decide on the literature selec-
tion based on relevance to the objective of the thesis and the research questions. 

 

I have also relied on literature recommended by academicians and which have not fea-
tured in the digital search, thus, also acknowledging the limitations of the digital resources to 
study the relationship between debt and ecology. The findings of the literature review are 
interweaved in the empirical chapters to study the linkages between debt and ecology. 

2.2.2 Interviews 

I carried out nine semi-structured interviews and two informal interviews through virtual 
platforms such as Skype and Whats App audio calls. The respondents were selected based 
on their affiliations to institutions, social movements, advocacy groups, agri-businesses and 
civil society organisation. They represent a variety of classes, castes, gender and geographies 
to align with the intersectional nature of the study (Appendix A). The questions were formu-
lated to validate the hypothesis of establishing linkages between indebtedness and environ-
mental degradation (Appendix B). The interviews were conducted in English, Hindi and Ma-
rathi. The interviewer was explained the purpose of the interview. In the event of when the 
interview was recorded using an external or in-built audio recording device, the interviewee 
was informed, and consent was asked for prior to the recording. Handwritten and digital 
notes were prepared based on the interviews which were utilised for empirical analysis. In-
formation shared by the interviewees were validated with other interviewees and through the 
literature review. 

Based on the interviews and the literature review, I focus on three specific cases to re-
spond to my research questions and to understand the dynamics of relationship between 
indebtedness and environmental degradation at the scale of the household, landscape and 
agri-businesses. The cases provide a holistic context of the situation and while being situated 
in India, they are geographically limited to the states of Punjab, the Malwa region of the state 
of Madhya Pradesh and the district of Tonk in Rajasthan. The evidence for the case was 
generated using ‘triangulation’ involving methods of literature review and interviews. 

2.3 Scope and Limitations 

To meet the objective of the research thesis, the geographical scope of the study is con-
fined to India. However, the issue of credit entrenchment, debt and indebtedness of the 
agrarian communities and its impact on land-use decisions and if such decisions are environ-
mentally sustainable are closely linked to the global commodification and financialisation of 
agriculture. While the global exchange of raw material through trade systems and its influence 
on local social structures and relations to land through differentiation and accumulation are 
recognised, the trend of corporatisation of agriculture has made such networks more inter-
twined and complex. 

With the limited resources, the study is then confined to a set of selected case studies 
and does not cover the spectrum of the social hierarchies and the social identities, agro-
ecological crisis and consequent environmental conflicts facing us today. This thesis, then is 
an effort toward highlighting the agro-ecological crisis from the lens of debt. I also 
acknowledge the issue of indebtedness among the Indian farmer to be a humanitarian crisis, 
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however, I have been unsuccessful in speaking to farming families impacted by debt and 
have relied on a variety of actors that I believe are partially representative of the broad set of 
concerns faced by the agrarian households today. 
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Chapter 3  
A Brief  History of  India’s Agricultural Credit and 
Environmental Policies 

The impact of credit-debt relations on the ecology, encompassing both informal and formal 
credit mechanisms, is complex. This is because the network of credit flows is complicated 
and interconnected to policy decisions which must be unpacked to understand the larger 
ecological consequences. Further, the informal credit networks are embedded in social hier-
archies. Informal credit systems have played a critical role and continue to serve the bulk of 
the credit requirement for the reproduction of agrarian communities. However, the scope of 
this chapter is limited to mapping out the complex nexus of agricultural, credit and environ-
mental policy decisions. This is primarily to chart the role of the state in coaxing a ‘credit for 
growth’ approach which has led to high levels of indebtedness among agrarian households, 
including dependence on informal credit, while causing considerable ecological degradation.  

The chapter draws on literature reviews and guidance from interviews to provide a snap-
shot of the policy regime in the colonial period, and the spill-over effect on decisions related 
to land, agriculture and forests in post-independence India. It concludes by providing an 
overview of liberalised trade policies and transnational finance in exacerbating India’s agro-
ecological crisis. 

3.1 An Overview of Colonial Credit Systems and 
Environmental Policies  

Historically, global trade relations are based on unequal terms of exchange. Industrialised 
economies in the global north have enforced exports of primary raw materials, potentially 
harmful or not adequately suitable to the agro-ecological conditions in the global south. This 
caused a shift in cropping patterns from staple food grains to cash crops. In the colonial era, 
tax systems introduced to make efficient revenue collection mechanisms for the British, dis-
mantled local agrarian systems and consumption patterns of the population. Succumbing to 
the tax burden, local consumption shifted to inferior staples, while superior grains such as 
wheat and rice became export commodities. In drought years, the household was forced to 
borrow to pay taxes and for consumption. This led to a decline in nutritional standards, 
periodic famines, heavily indebted households and land concentration in the hands of upper 
and middle castes (Banaji, 2002, pp.101-6; Patnaik, 2016, pp.122-23).  

While the Indian subcontinent was always part of globalised trade linkages, the nature 
of the commodity changed from food crops to cash crops, also enforcing changes to land 
uses to serve colonial interests. For example, to insulate the industry in England from uncer-
tainties of price and produce of cotton from America following the Civil War, the East India 
Company switched to sourcing cotton from its colonies (Banaji, 1977, p.1400). The Indian 
subcontinent with its tropical conditions most suitable to growing cotton, became a primary 
exporter to England. In addition, the land tenure systems introduced by the British, the za-
mindari, the ryotwari and mahalwari, mainly for the collection of revenue has been attributed 
to increasing indebtedness in rural pre-independence India which also inflicted differentia-
tion and dispossession among the peasants (Schrader, 1997, 102-3). 

Attempts to formalise credit disbursal and to regulate rates of interest were made 
through several legislations, the prominent one being the Cooperative Credit Societies Act 
of 1912. The Reserve Bank of India set-up in 1935, the apex institution for guarding and 
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expanding commercial banking services in India was tasked to improve credit uptake among 
agriculturalists away from moneylenders and the cooperative set-up (Mohan, 2006, p.1015). 
However, the period of the Great Depression in the 1930s followed by the onset of World 
War II had severe ramifications for the agricultural community in India. A sharp fall in the 
global prices of the agricultural commodities and the non-negotiable pressure of tax pay-
ments added to the indebtedness among the rural households, furthered peasant differentia-
tion and dispossession of its lands. As a result, credit crisis impacting the money lending 
classes and the commercial farmers ensued (Bayly, 1985, p.595). This prompted the British 
to heavily invest in developing the canal network into prosperous areas such as Punjab which 
exported wheat to England, but also to placate the agrarian communities who served in the 
armed forces under the British (Bayly, 1985, p.593). This was mainly done by extending credit 
through the cooperative societies. So, it is no coincidence that Punjab became one of the 
recipients of the Green Revolution assemblages in the post-colonial period. However, unlike 
England, the cooperative societies remained in the clutches of socio-politically powerful 
castes and moneylenders. Credit-debt relationship between the moneylenders and the share-
croppers, tenants, peasants and agricultural labourers remained central to the processes of 
reproduction for agrarian households. Enmeshed in caste and class hierarchies, such relations 
were a source of exploitation, accumulation and displacement for agrarian households in 
several ways. Debt pillage from previous unpaid dues lead to loss of lands among the peas-
ants. As cultivators, the peasants were not only forced to sell their produce to the landlords 
who doubled as creditors but were often forced to produce a certain crop type. Malpractices 
with mathematical calculations on principal and interest amounts by the moneylenders main-
tained the vicious cycle of debt-bondages and poverty among the debtors (Mihir Shah, Rangu 
Rao and P. S. Vijay Shankar, 2007, pp.1351-2).  

3.2 India’s Tryst with ‘Planned’ Growth and the Colonial 
Policy Hangover 

There are three prominent features of post-colonial credit, agricultural and forest policy. 
First, India’s adoption of a planned approach to development – a top-down bureaucratic 
policy formulation approach embedded in foreign policy relations of the newly independent 
state. Marred by the experiences of the Bengal famine and millions of displaced families from 
the partition between India and Pakistan, food security was a primary concern for the gov-
ernment. To expand its agricultural production and to improve food security, India received 
technical and financial assistance from the Ford Foundation and the Rockefeller Foundation 
in the politically tumultuous times post-independence. India was also a net-importer of food 
crop which financially burdened the exchequer. Consequently, community development pro-
grammes aimed at developing model villages based on a Gandhian vision of local decentral-
ised village economies were replaced by the 1960s with singular focused projects to increase 
food grain production (Sinha, 2008, pp.57-8).  

Second, state control over land resources through land reforms and the implementation 
of the Forest Conservation Act, 1980. The first All India Rural Credit Survey conducted 
between 1951-52 stated, “owned land is the basis of creditworthiness” (Thorner, 1960, 
p.953). Accordingly, India introduced a series of measures with the objective to improve the 
acreage under cultivation with the ‘Grow More Food Scheme’ at the crux of which entailed 
a series of land reforms. India adopted a federal structure of governance post-independence 
and every state was constitutionally entitled to bring about its land reforms. Bureaucratically, 
land is administered in India by two departments – the revenue department and the forest 
department (Chaturvedi, Shelar and Singh, 2018, p.17). Thus, India’s history of tenancy re-
forms, land rights redistribution, and laws governing its land and forests differ from one state 
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to another and were unevenly implemented (Ghatak and Roy, 2007, pp.251-2). However, in 
several states, as forest boundaries were being reconfigured post-independence, there 
emerged conflicts between the forest department, the revenue department and local com-
munities. Redistribution of land parcels to the landless on conflicted land further complicated 
the issue on the ground. In accordance with the agricultural planning adopted in this phase, 
land under cultivation was increased “by extension of cultivation to fallow and cultivable 
wasteland” (GoI, 1976, p.13). Such fallow and cultivable wasteland were common resources, 
and this pattern followed the colonial policy of the ‘enclosure of the commons.’ For the 
government, land distribution schemes were critical to make “efforts to make private landed 
property the basis for a progressive agrarian capitalism” but was also seen as a means of 
redistributive social justice (Sinha, 2008, p.62; Reddy, 2016, pp.106-7). Thus, the formalisa-
tion of land titles aimed to serve a two-fold agenda of food security by adopting a land-to-
the-tiller approach. Second, by improving the credit uptake among the agriculturalists from 
formal banking institutions, away from the informal network of moneylenders which domi-
nated the financial services landscape in colonial India. To expediate the process, 14 com-
mercial banks were nationalised in 1969 to improve commercial credit toward agriculture. 
The RBI aggressively pursued a strategy to bank the “unbanked” (Mihir Shah, Rangu Rao 
and P. S. Vijay Shankar, 2007, p. 1354).  

This period also coincided with the Green Revolution when high yielding variety of 
seeds of rice and wheat were promoted among agriculturalists. To further entrench credit for 
agriculture to rural areas, Regional Rural Banks were set-up in 1975, followed by NABARD 
in 1983. While this doubled the share of agricultural credit from institutional sources between 
1971 and 1991, this credit distribution benefitted certain classes, castes, gender and regions. 
Coincidently this period aligned with the introduction of subsidised electricity regime which 
eventually took the form of free electricity for farmers in several states. At the same time, 
there was an upsurge in the use of private tubewells as the main source of irrigation which 
benefited from the free electricity programs and credit access (Dubash, 2007; Sarkar, 2020). 
As evident, credit-based growth was a critical part of India’s planned development approach. 

Third, there was a policy shift from land-based reforms to anti-poverty alleviation 
measures through subsidised credit programmes such as the Integrated Rural Development 
Program (IRDP) and the self-help group linked microfinance programmes. These aimed at 
providing subsidised credit to poor households for entrepreneurial ventures with the objec-
tive of asset creation and ownership among such families, and eventually to improve their 
creditworthiness (Pulley, 1989). The IRDP, however, only added to the indebtedness of the 
poor while also plunging the banking sector into further debt, which finally led to a closure 
of several rural bank branches in the post-liberalisation period. It benefitted the rural capi-
talists and forced development projects not suitable to the ecological conditions of the poor. 
For example, the disbursal of loans to purchase cattle for milk production aligning with 
World Food Programme supported ‘Operation Flood’ to expand dairy production in India. 
While the experiment succeeded in some parts of the country with supported infrastructure, 
in several other regions, the cattle owners faced problems of fodder, cattle disease and even-
tual death of the cattle. Thus, leaving them with a debt to pay, but no asset to produce enough 
remuneration to repay the debt.  

This must also be looked at from the “unfinished agenda of land reforms” (Reddy, 2016, 
106) and misdoings of the Forest Conservation Act, 1980 (FCA). The enactment of the FCA, 
and the 42nd constitutional amendment passed in 1976 were a significant turning point for 
the forest dwelling and dependent communities in India. The later mandated forests which 
was formerly a state subject to now be under the joint jurisdiction of the national and the 
state governments and paved the way for implementing the FCA. With the FCA, all diversion 
of forest land for non-forestry purposes required monetary compensation of the full net-
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present value of the forest to be deposited in the Compensatory Afforestation Fund set-up 
under the Act. The funds were meant to be shared with state governments and utilised for 
‘planting’ compensatory forests. Thus, the colonial paradigm of revenue generation and 
monetisation of India’s forests resources continued. Since 1980, India has diverted 1.5 MHa 
of forest land for development projects. The largest area was given over to mining (4,947 
sq.km), followed by defence projects (1,549 sq.km) and hydroelectric projects (1,351 sq.km). 
However, the compensatory afforestation has not only led to monoculture plantations as 
compared to biodiverse and ecologically suitable tree species, it is also forcing a further loss 
of commons. The CAMPA funds are being utilised on common lands without prior approval 
of local communities, and with no rights to local communities over these newly afforested 
areas.  

This period also ushered mechanisation of agriculture with a considerable rise in the use 
of tractors, tubewells and an increasing dependence on private agencies to provide for seeds 
and other agricultural inputs. With the emergence of the World Trade Organisation (WTO) 
and the influence of the International Monetary Fund (IMF) and the World Bank, there was 
a shift in focus toward laissez faire policies for economic growth and a reduced investment 
in agriculture. The period culminated with the government allowing a 100 percent equity in 
the seed industry, which opened the floodgates for private entities to now dominate seed 
production and distribution (Mohanty and Lenka, 2016, pp.172-3). 

3.3 The Rush for Economic Liberalisation and its Dilemmas  

The year 1991 marks a critical phase for the transition of the Indian economy toward liber-
alising its trade, industrial, financial and most importantly, agricultural sector based on the 
diktats of the IMF, World Bank and the WTO (Sinha, 2004, p.25). To meet the severe foreign 
exchange and balance of payment crisis, India borrowed USD 4.8 billion from the IMF as 
loan (Patnaik, 2003, p.35). India, was a member of the General Agreement on Tariff and 
Trade (GATT) treaty set-up in 1948 to allow for free trade and subsequently to “promote 
efficient allocation of world resources” (Gulati and Anil Sharma, 1994, p.1856) by abolishing 
trade distorting subsidies on agricultural produce. It eventually signed the Dunkel Draft trade 
agreement which sought to further ‘free trade’ as a virtue of productive use of resources and 
became a member of the WTO which replaced the GATT in 1994 (Thomas et al., 1994, p.A-
43; Dhanagare, 2016, p.142).  

Meanwhile on the domestic front, in line with the newly enacted global commitments 
and to pursue its ambitions of being wholly integrated into global financial and economic 
systems, the finance committee set-up in 1991 also known as the Narasimham Committee 
1991 recommended the withdrawal of “credit system for redistributive objectives” (Mihir 
Shah, Rangu Rao and P. S. Vijay Shankar, 2007, p.1356). Consequently, the withdrawal of 
commercial banks from the rural areas led to a burst of microfinance institutions compli-
mented by the Self-Help Group programmes to fill the void. Between 1992 and 2018, the 
microfinance-SHG linkage programme expanded its coverage from 500 SHGs to 10 million 
SHGs whose savings are linked with banks (NABARD, 2019).  

In 2001, the government introduced a norm for priority sector lending (PSL) for agri-
culture under which all commercial banks were expected to allot about 40 percent of credit 
toward agriculture. In addition, the Kisan Credit Card (KCC) Scheme was introduced by the 
government and implemented by NABARD to help farmers purchase seeds, fertilisers and 
other agricultural inputs using the KCCs. It is also important to note here the humongous 
rise in the uptake of KCC in Maharashtra from 0.8 million in 1998-99 to 5.1 million in 1999-
2000 and 8.6 million in 2000-01. This is also because the government linked crop loan from 



 

 15 

banks to the KCC. Interestingly, according to Sajane et al. (2011, p.174), more than 70 percent 
of the borrowings for crop loans in the districts surveyed came for irrigated landholdings. 

To summarise, the regional rural banks (RRBs), along with the Primary Agricultural 
Credit Societies (PACS) and the cooperative banks, the microfinance-SHG programmes and 
the commercial banks form the institutional landscape for extending credit to agrarian house-
holds in rural India. The informal credit network consists of moneylenders, traders, land-
owners and familial relations. Together with the multiple mechanisms of extending credit 
such as through direct loans, short-term and long-term credit and through the KCCs, with 
and without collateral based on the type of loan can be understood as the financial landscape 
of credit-debt provision in rural India. 

Simultaneously, in agreement with the structural adjustments recommended by the IMF, 
India slashed its expenditure on rural development programmes which lead to sharp rise in 
rural poverty, exacerbated landlessness and social differentiation among the rural house-
holds. This period also witnessed a major shift in cropping patterns from food grains to 
export crops (Patnaik, 2003, pp.48-50; Mohanty and Lenka, 2016, pp.170-81). With liberal-
ised trade policies, this resulted in decline in per capita availability of food grains, lowered 
nutritional intake, along with unsold public stock of food in addition to import of cheap food 
grains (Patnaik, 2016, pp.128-9). 

In 2020, in tandem with its objectives to further privatise agriculture and withdraw all 
forms of state support to agriculture, the Government of India passed three ordinances - the 
Farmers’ Produce Trade and Commerce (Promotion and Facilitation) Ordinance, 2020, the 
Farmers (Empowerment and Protection) Agreement on Price Assurance and Farm Services 
Ordinance, 2020, and the Essential Commodities (Amendment) Ordinance, 2020and Farm 
Services Ordinance, 2020, and the Essential Commodities (Amendment) Ordinance, 2020. 

This chapter lays out the policy landscape to pinpoint the role of the state in implement-
ing policy decisions towards adopting a credit-based planned growth approach. This mainly 
brought about inherently unequal financial deepening for a select few classes, castes and 
genders. The processes transformed individual agency, institutions, economic and social 
structures with consequent environmental ramifications which are identified in the upcoming 
three chapters. 
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Chapter 4  
Debt Induced Dispossession: Cases of  Parched Fields 
and Lost Lands 

In the long-standing debates around India’s agrarian transformation, class differentiation and 
class formation have emerged as markers of dispossession through commercialisation of ag-
riculture, increased market dependence, infusion of credit and intensified nature of produc-
tion. These debates on the mode of production, primitive accumulation, dispossession and 
consequent social differentiation help contextualise contemporary analysis on the changing 
nature of agriculture in India (Jairus Banaji, 2002; Mohanty, 2016). They also correspond to 
Sassen’s reconceptualization of the logic of extraction of value, one which goes beyond the 
conventional understanding of extraction (Bunker, 1984, p.1019; Burchardt and Dietz, 2014, 
pp.469-70; Ye et al., 2020, pp.156-7) to reconditioning of institutions through complex webs 
of globally knotted credit-debt relations that bring about deep rooted shifts in the functioning 
of economic systems, social structures and geographies (Sassen, 2010, p.27). Such intricate 
financialization of systems is not merely exploitive, but forces dispossession by expulsion of 
people and environmental degradation. 

This chapter is steered towards weaving together the narrative around dispossession 
through credit and debt relations, the predatory nature of the process of value extraction 
through such relations and its gendered impacts (Araghi, 2009; Sassen, 2017). The chapter 
offers a piece of the classical and contemporary debates around India’s agrarian transfor-
mation with the objective to bind the discussions around dispossession and its ecological 
ramifications through India’s banking systems and unruly groundwater extraction.  

4.1 Dispossession and Differentiation in India’s Agrarian 
Transitions 

Akram-Lodhi's (2019) succinct summary of Utsa Patnaik’s Peasant Class Differentiation: A 
Study in Method with Reference to Haryana provides an overview of the debate to root the current 
agrarian crisis in the liberalisation of the Indian economy in 1991. In the neoliberal reform 
period, agricultural land came to be acquired for industrialisation and urbanisation through 
mechanisms of tax concessions and economic enclosures favouring agri-businesses and cor-
porates, causing dispossession of land and other natural resources among farmers (Mohanty, 
2016, p.20-1). Further, restructuring of economic institutions, changes in land size and own-
ership patterns, rise in wage labour employment, influx of credit finance in rural India which 
contributed to the commodification and financialisaton of agriculture are elaborated by Ba-
sole and Basu (2011).  

While credit-debt relations are recognised as a critical factor in analysing the transfor-
mation of India’s agrarian relations, its ecological and gendered impacts remain excluded 
from the classical debates (Bhaduri, 1981; J. Banaji, 2002; Mohanty, 2016). Bina Agarwal 
succinctly describes India’s agrarian transition to be “slow, uneven and highly gendered” 
(Agarwal, 2003, p.191). This would also mean gendered consequences from the dichotomy 
of credit-debt relations (Padhi, 2009; Panditrao Ghunnar and Bhatt Hakhu, 2018). Indebt-
edness influences women’s role as primary agents for sustenance of the household and this 
directly relates to women’s knowledge and decisions about the landscape (Rocheleau, 
Thomas-Slayter and Wangari, 1996). 
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Data from the National Sample Survey Office’s (NSSO) 70th round and analysed by 
Yadu and Satheesha (2016) offer insights into the extent of indebtedness among India’s rural 
households, fragmentation of land holdings and shift in livelihood dependence. In conjunc-
tion with Basole and Basu (2011), Kandikuppa (2018) and the GoI’s Periodic Labour Force 
Survey Report and the Agricultural Census (GoI, 2018a, 2019), the data provides a useful 
narrative to study the role of credit-debt relations in India’s agro-ecological crisis. 

In 2011, India recorded 9 million fewer cultivators and a steep rise of nearly 40 million 
more agricultural workers than in 2001 (Census, 2011a, 2001). Between 2002-03 and 2012-
13, there has been a 6 percent increase from 60.1 percent to 66.1 percent in ‘effectively land-
less2’ households in rural India (Yadu and B, 2016, p.21). Further, between 1992 and 2013, 
the debt to asset ratio for a farming household increased by 630 percent with more than 52 
percent of the agricultural households3 indebted (Kandikuppa, 2018; Press Information Bu-
reau, 2019). This form of social differentiation from cultivators to agricultural workers and 
the rise in the number of effectively landless indicates changes in not merely ownership of 
land and dispossession of assets but also the relationship of the grower with the land. Cor-
roborated by literature and validated in interviews across six states and eight agroecological 
zones (Appendix A and B), indebtedness among agricultural households was recognised as 
a critical factor which exacerbates dispossession (Gerber, 2014, pp.732-5).  

According to Amol Waghale, member of All India Kisan Sabha (AIKS), a farmer’s union 
affiliated with the Communist Party of India, dispossession should be understood not merely 
in terms of loss of land, but also in terms of assets such as livestock, agricultural instruments, 
tractors, two-wheelers and specifically gold owned by women, thus leading to “geographies 
of expulsion” (Sassen, 2017; Singh et al., 2017, p.52). This occurred in alliance with a shift in 
cropping patterns toward non-food crops, a sharp rise in private tubewells and privatisation 
of agricultural inputs such as seeds and fertilisers (Waghale, 2020).  

In telephonic interviews, representatives of the Agha Khan Foundation (AKF) and Sa-
maj Pragati Sahyog (SPS), attributed privatisation and deregulation of agricultural inputs in 
the Green Revolution and the post-Green Revolution period for the increase in indebtedness 
among agrarian households and for land degradation. 

“With the Green Revolution, there was a shift in cropping pattern, an increased dependence 
on fertilizers and pesticides and emphasis on purchase of HYV of seeds for better output. 
Overtime this shift inched toward monocropping systems of cultivation and with an increased 
cost of these inputs, farmers were forced to take on loans. Debt has now become a way of 
life” (Animesh, 2020) 

“With increased dependence of chemical fertilisers, not only has the input costs shot up, but 
the biomass availability in the soil has lowered. There is loss of fertility. Further, with lowered 
levels of groundwater, farmers have to take on loans for purchasing heavy machinery to ex-
tract water” (Patidar, 2020) 

a. The assemblages of Green Revolution - institutional credit and high yielding 
and water guzzling varieties of rice and wheat were directed at ‘creditworthy’ rich farmers 
(Ramachandran and Swaminathan, 2002, p.504). This is also an indicator of how credit rela-
tions are “powerful mechanisms of social selection” (Gerber, 2013, p.840). While a large 

 
2 “If landlessness is understood as pertaining to land that can be used for cultivation and that can 
generate some income for the family, then a more realistic definition must consider all households 

owning less than 1 acre [0.40 ha] as ‘effectively land less’.” (Basole and Basu, 2011, p.44) 
3 An agricultural household, as per the 70th round of the survey on the situation of agricultural house-
holds in India, is “a household receiving  value of produce, more than INR 3000 (USD 43) from 
agricultural and having at least one member self-employed in agriculture either in the principal status 
or in subsidiary status during last 365 days” (Press Information Bureau, 2019). 
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section of the small and marginal farmers and landless were eluded from such benefits, how-
ever, were impacted since they were unable to compete with the large farms and continued 
to rely on moneylenders to meet their credit needs. These are well-known to the borrowers 
and dawn multiple hats such as that of landlords, local traders, labour contractors or agents 
and or a rich farmer (Brass, 1999, p.11). These moneylenders are also agents for seeds and 
fertilisers of global agro-companies such as Cardill, Syngenta and Bayer. The debt then is not 
merely pecuniary but also in kind. To repay the debt, farmers are forced to sell their produce 
to the same agent who sold them the required inputs in the beginning of the sowing season. 
Often, the sale of the produce is not enough to meet the debt, reinforcing the debt trap and 
dispossession becomes a means to escape the trap (Patidar, 2020). When rooted in agriculture, 
credit-debt relations are not merely “economic in nature” (Bhaduri, 1986, pp.267) but en-
compass broader class, caste and gender dynamics which trap the debtor in a relation of 
oppression with the creditor. Debt servicing takes the form of economic compulsions and 
“non-economic coercion” (Bhaduri, 1986, pp.267-9; Guérin, 2013, p.4; Taylor and Bhasme, 
2019, p.4) through disciplining and conditioning. 

On the other side, in an interview with Rajeev Baruah, an expert on organic cotton 
cultivation, explained how environmental degradation increased indebtedness among the In-
dian cotton growers. “It’s a trap,” says Rajeev (Baruah, 2012). According to Rajeev, increased 
dependence on fertilisers and pesticides for improved cotton yields forced farmers to borrow 
to meet the rising costs of such inputs. The cycle of degradation from use of pesticides and 
fertilisers, followed by specialised and sophisticated fertiliser requirements to reverse degra-
dation and then additional credit to meet the higher input costs continues unabated (Baruah, 
2020). Infusion of corporatized seeds and fertilisers for better yields not only caused a loss 
of seed sovereignty but also from diverse crop to homogeneous crop varieties and monocul-
ture plantations. This caused environmental degradation from high salinity levels resulting 
from pesticide usage. Further, the shift away from community means of seed sharing and 
conservation also dispossessed the farmer from traditional knowledge systems about seeds 
and types of fertilisers to protect the crops (Animesh, 2020). The increased market depend-
ence for agricultural inputs ignited the wheels of an inescapable cycle of debt and degradation 
which became hard to escape. This also further reinforces that debt servicing functions 
within the larger assemblages of factors that creates the conditions for expulsions and func-
tion as “regimes of discipline” (Sassen, 2010, p.85) since it prioritises the payment of debt 
forcing decisions which are profit-oriented and may not be environmentally conducive.  

4.2 A Banker’s Lens to Credit-Based ‘Development’ 

NABARD, one of the world’s largest rural development banks was set-up in 1982 to provide 
focus on rural and agricultural development through injection of credit and to address issues 
related to credit access in rural India. NABARD has been appointed as the sole disburser of 
several credit-based development programmes of the Government of India (GoI) such as 
the Long-Term Irrigation Fund, Micro Irrigation Fund, the Self Help Group (SHG) Bank 
Linkage Project, Tribal Development Fund, Watershed Development Fund and the Kisan 
Credit Card Schemes. It is also recognised as an apex institution to monitor and coordinate 
the functioning of rural banking policies, programs and institutions such as the Regional 
Rural Banks (RRBs), Cooperative Banks and Primary Agricultural Credit Societies (PACs). 

NABARD functions through a network of more than 5000 civil society organisations, 
financial institutions, state governments and district administrations. The bank does not en-
gage in direct customer facing services. However, a majority of its portfolio rests on extend-
ing credit services to developmental projects in India through its network. 
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In an interview with a Bank Officer of NABARD, I was informed that the GoI has a 
special preference to make credit available for all forms of irrigation projects to state govern-
ments. This is because irrigation is recognised as a critical factor for improving cropping 
intensity and as a prerequisite for adopting high yielding varieties of crops (Sidhu, 2002, 
pp.3133-5; Sarkar and Das, 2014, p.67). He emphasised that for developing countries such 
as India, “Credit is a mechanism for growth and without expansion of credit, agricultural 
growth cannot be achieved. Therefore, subsidy or grant-based projects are a burden on the 
balance sheet as compared to credit-based projects” (Bank Officer at NABARD, 2020). 

Understandably Punjab was one of the leading states to adopt the assemblages of ‘Green 
Revolution’ primarily because the net irrigated area in the state in 1965-66 was about 60 
percent when the national average was 21 percent (Rana, 2017, p.58; GoI, 2018, p.71). This 
made farmers of Punjab with large landholdings and irrigation facilities, creditworthy to bor-
row for expanding agricultural production. Notably, with easy access to credit, the period of 
the Green Revolution also witnessed an increment in the net irrigated area under tubewells 
from 258,000 hectares in 1961-62 to 2,112,000 hectares in 1967-8 with Punjab having the 
highest ratio of private tubewells to geographic area in India by 1977 (B. D. Dhawan, 1979, 
A-145). As a result, Punjab is reeling under a groundwater crisis and deteriorated land con-
ditions from use of fertilisers and capital-intensive technologies which has imposed indebt-
edness on the agrarian households (Padhi, 2009, p.53). 

The average debt per cultivator household in Punjab stands at INR 216,524 (USD 
2954.16) in 2014-15 as compared to INR 7,125 (USD 97.21) in 1991-92 (NSSO, 1998, p.41; 
2014, p.A2). The availability of credit to invest in technology also displaced local labourers 
from Punjab forcing migration from agriculture to non-agricultural occupations, thus creat-
ing conditions for ‘expulsion.’ Additionally, the debt and the groundwater crisis had a gen-
dered impact on the women of the household. Literature on the agrarian crisis in Punjab also 
acknowledges acute differentiation from cultivator households to agricultural labourers with 
the small and marginal farmers forced to sell their land and other assets to pay off debts 
(Padhi, 2009, p.54; Singh and Bhogal, 2020, pp.22-24). The unremunerative nature of agri-
culture further impoverishes households when they are forced to take on a debt for meeting 
social obligations such as dowry for weddings of their daughters. The income earned from 
wage labour is so meagre that it becomes impossible to pay off debts incurred. For farm 
widows, the debt then becomes a double-edged catastrophe. A detailed study by Ranjana 
Padhi (2009) discusses the impact of debt induced agrarian distress on farm widows in Pun-
jab. They not only have to navigate complex societal norms to work as labourers or farmers 
to payback debt but are also expected to contribute to the social reproduction of the house-
hold.  

“I have nothing left. I even sold off the gas cylinder for money.” (Padhi, 2009, p.55) 

“Meeting the wedding expenses of a son is also impossible without getting into debt or selling 
assets. She had to sell two buffaloes at INR 45,000 to get her son married.” (Padhi, 2009, p.56) 

“Having no land left is the biggest humiliation the family of Parminder Kaur is facing within 
the village and the community in Sangrur district.” (Padhi, 2009, p.56) 

Despite recognising the socio-ecological impact of debt induced chemical agriculture in the 
case of Punjab, the bank officer said that extending loans and credit facilities to crops such 
as paddy and wheat, specifically in the states of Punjab which are not native to paddy culti-
vation, was now a prerogative to meet the food security requirements of the country. “During 
Green Revolution, Punjab farmers were given a larger role to feed the country, we did it and 
now they must stand by us,” (Jagga, 2020, no page number) a farmer quoted by a national 
daily newspaper at the protests against the farm ordinances.  
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Under the National Food Security Act, 65 percent of the households or around 800 
million people in India are legally assured a right to food at subsidised rates from the Public 
Distribution Systems (PDS) and through welfare programmes such as the Integrated Child 
Development Services and the Mid-Day Meal Scheme (GoI, 2013). To meet this require-
ment, the procurement of food crop is coordinated by the Food Corporation of India (FCI), 
legally mandated for maintaining a central pool of buffer stock and for procuring, storage, 
transportation and maintenance of food stocks in the country. However, this procurement 
is policy is heavily tilted towards rice and wheat. In 2019-20, the FCI procured 357.95 lakh 
million tonnes (MT) of wheat and 443.99 lakh MT of paddy with Punjab contributing 28 
percent and 21.5 percent respectively to the central pool (FCI, 2020b, 2020a). 

In comparison, the central government approved a procurement of 3,49,250 MT of 
coarse grains or nutri-cereals which are jowar, bajra, ragi, maize and barley by state govern-
ments for the central pool and to be locally distributed. Notably, the area under the cultiva-
tion of coarse grains was reduced by 20 percent between 1966-67 and 2017-18 when com-
pared to rice and wheat whose area increased by nearly 20 percent and 56 percent 
respectively. However, it is important to point out that the increase in the yield per hectare 
of millets is comparable to rice and wheat at 73 percent, 74 percent and 66 percent in the 
same period. More importantly, as informed by interviewees from SPS and AKF, (Abhinesh, 
2020; Patidar, 2020), millets are not only more nutritious when compared to wheat and rice, 
they grow in semi-arid conditions without burdening groundwater tables, require minimum 
inputs and provide a diversified food basket to the household and community.  

“Resource insensitive government policies,” (Sharma, 2020) summarising the ground-
water crisis and debt-burden for small and marginal farmers in India, Ramesh Sharma, the 
national convenor of Ekta Parishad, a social movement for securing justice for the landless, 
small and marginal farmers in India said to me. This also indicates that procurement policy 
of the state is closely entangled with production. Dr. Richa Sharma, a social scientist and 
author of the book, ‘Rethinking Revolutions: Soybean, Choupals, and the Changing Coun-
tryside in Central India,’ said to me that the agro-ecological cost of the relationship between 
the triad of MSP, credit and the subsidy regime must be looked into. Specifically, in the case 
of monoculture cropping of wheat, sugar and rice, the state systematically supported crops 
of high-water intensity which led to increased investment through credit-based facilities for 
such crops (Kumar, 2020). 

A link between credit for irrigation-groundwater and dispossession is evident and yet 
undertheorized. Tubewells have played a critical role in escalating the crisis and the use of 
credit to dig tubewells to make up for water scarcity or to support water intensive crop cul-
tivation is now become a political necessity. However, access to water resources are not ho-
mogenous geographies. Taylor labels the intersection of complex socio-economic hierarchies 
and culture with differentiated access to water and interweaves it with the problem of in-
debtedness to call such landscapes as “debtscapes” (Taylor, 2013, p.691). Access to a water 
resource and the type of water resource becomes a critical variable for not only deciding crop 
type and for improving the productivity of the output, but for securing sufficient income to 
repay the debt incurred. There is a cyclical relationship between access to institutional credit, 
improved irrigation, and higher yields. However, a drought year may plunge the household 
back into a cycle of indebtedness, unable to payback its previously incurred debt and shifting 
its reliance on debt from its informal network. 

According to the Bank Officer from NABARD, debt must be looked at from the lens 
of vulnerability (Bank Officer at NABARD, 2020). The poorer you are, the higher your vul-
nerability to debt and this is inherently connected to agro-ecological zones. Agrarian house-
holds engaged in dryland farming are more vulnerable as compared to those in irrigated areas. 
But the latter are also preferred as creditworthy, a form of ‘social selection’ in credit-debt 
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relations (Gerber, 2014, pp.742-3). From interviews and data assessed, it is evident that those 
engaged in irrigated agriculture, are high caste households with large landholdings and better 
positioned to borrow from institutional sources yet are prone to be indebted. To payback 
debts, such farmers make investments in capital intensive technologies and certain crops with 
assured markets to reduce their vulnerability to debt despite the ecological unsuitability. 
However, much of the debt incurred is also directed towards social and cultural purposes 
such as weddings, purchase of vehicles and refurbishing of the house and other such ex-
penses. For small and marginal farmers, such debt compounded with the increased cost of 
agricultural inputs puts them at a higher risk as compared to the farmers with large landhold-
ings. Besides, until the farmer pays back the debt borrowed from a bank, they become ineli-
gible to receive additional credit and thus fall back on the local moneylenders. Further, a 
banker visiting a household to recover a loan is looked upon as a social embarrassment on 
the household and is therefore avoided at all cost. This again hints at a mechanism of disci-
plining which also forces the household to sell its assets, including gold and its land, to pay-
back the debt to avoid altercations with bank officers (Gerber, 2013, p.853). Thus, according 
to a representative of the Ekta Parishad, the mechanism of acquiring credit from the informal 
network through a seth or sahukar which is the moneylenders, maybe exploitive in nature but 
is more humane when compared to the formal banking sources of credit in terms of arrange-
ments of return and flexibility in the case of non-payment resulting from a poor harvest or 
climatic conditions (Sharma, 2020). These are also social relations of exchange. According to 
Sassen then, it is critical to see banking policies and programs as “disciplining regimes” (Sas-
sen, 2013, p.41) and not merely transactions. 

Akram-Lodhi interpreted neoliberal globalisation as a form of enclosures resulting from 
agrarian transformations that have changed the “processes of rural production through mar-
ket-led appropriation of land under conditions regulated by the dominant classes” (Akram-
Lodhi, 2007, pp.1446-7). This interpretation fits well to understand the nexus of disposses-
sion, debt and ecological degradation in the Indian context. These expulsions which take the 
form of dispossession, differentiation and displacement are predatory in nature and function 
through extraction from land and water resources induced by credit-debt relations (Sassen, 
2014, p.29). However, these impacts are not homogenous, but biopolitical, as discussed in 
the next chapter. 
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Chapter 5 
A Debt of  Her Own: On the Biopolitics of  Debt and 
Agricultural Vulnerabilities 

The All-India Debt and Investment Survey (AIDIS) indicates that the Incident of Indebted-
ness (IOI) or the percentage of indebted households was higher among Scheduled Castes 
(SCs)  and Other Backward Classes (OBCs)4  as compared to the other social groups and the 
proportion of credit advanced by non-institutional sources in rural India was higher as com-
pared to institutional sources (GoI, 2014, p.17-19). However, gender disaggregated data on 
indebtedness remains excluded from the national survey. This data gap is concerning since 
73 percent of the female workers as compared to 55 percent of the male workers are engaged 
in agriculture in rural India (GoI, 2019, p.iii). Despite their greater involvement, only 13 per-
cent women with land titles are classified as farmers while the rest are labelled cultivators or 
agricultural labourers (Raman, 2019). India’s Economic Survey for 2018-19 stated a “femini-
sation of the agricultural sector” (Press Information Bureau, 2018). The influx of men from 
rural to urban areas as contract labourers has led to an increased participation of women on 
the farm, according to the report. However, women’s labour has remained invisible to the 
household, community, political and legal systems for decades, and so is her debt. 

Further, the processes of agrarian transformation and environmental change are em-
bodied and are a critical site for analysing “larger socio-cultural and political-economic rela-
tions structuring agri-food systems” (Kinkaid, 2019, p.47). When debt servicing becomes a 
priority, the impact of credit-debt relations is not simply a matter of in-kind and pecuniary 
exchanges, but also transform individual agency, health, and well-being. Thus, debt servicing 
becomes a biopolitical process by exploitation of labour and embodied experiences of such 
forms of exploitation (García-Lamarca and Kaika, 2016, pp.313-4) which are often gendered 
in nature. 

At the same time, debt has enabled women to undertake economic activities inaccessible 
to them previously due to household patriarchal norms, financially contribute to household 
reproduction and find their voice in financial decision-making of the household. Using the 
feminist political ecology approach, this chapter evaluates the duality of credit-debt relations 
as exploitive and empowering. For this purpose, I rely on Bina Agarwal’s pioneering work 
on recognition of women’s legal rights to agricultural land. This has brought to the forefront 
issues on gender disparities and uneven power dynamics within households on resource al-
location, distribution and recognition of agricultural labour, and the gendered impact of eco-
logical degradation (Agarwal, 1992, 1994, 2016). I also rely on Kinkaid’s (2019) understand-
ing of embodying impacts of agrarian change and García-Lamarca and Kaika's (2016) 
conceptualisation on the biopolitics of debt. Finally, embedding these themes with Sassens’s 
‘geographies of expulsion.’ 

5.1 The Biopolitics in the ‘Feminisation of Debt’ 

 

Here, I apply Bieri’s adapted definition of feminisation where the author identifies the social 
process to be one where, “first, women compared to men have a higher incidence of a given 
item; second, that the incidence of this item is increasing for women; and third, that women’s 

 
4 Refer to the glossary. 
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experience is more marked than men’s” (Bieri, 2014, p.282). To counter patriarchal domi-
nance and abuse, deep-rooted institutional biases and marginalisation by the state, women 
farming collectives and self-help groups (SHGs) have emerged as alternate strategies for em-
powerment contributing to the trend of ‘feminisation of debt.’ Credit was considered a crit-
ical mechanism for livelihood generation for women, positively impacting nutrition, educa-
tion and decision-making status in the household. Through the SHGs, banks were more 
forthcoming to lend to the group, backed by institutions such as NABARD and other civil 
society organisations and in the past few years to women collective farming initiatives. (Mihir 
Shah, Rangu Rao and P. S. Vijay Shankar, 2007, pp.1358-9; Garikipati, 2012, p.2). While such 
initiatives call for pooling of lands, technology, labour and equal distribution of benefits, they 
are known to reinforce social hierarchies of class, caste and gender biases (Guérin, 
D’Espallier and Venkatasubramanian, 2013; Garikipati et al., 2017, p.14). 

A contradictory phenomenon of ‘feminisation of debt’ emerges from the embodiment 
of debt induced ‘voluntary’ free labour in the form of exploitive cycles of “debt servicing 
labour obligations” through debt disciplining (Brass, 1999, p.12). In the period of the Green 
Revolution, labour demand was met by transporting labour from the states of Uttar Pradesh 
and Bihar, mainly from the tribal areas to the Jat Sikh farming households of Punjab, a high 
caste and class sect of northern India. This demand emerged from increased production, a 
consequence of improved irrigation facilities and Green Revolution assemblages received 
from the state (Sidhu, 2002, pp.3132-3) and to counter higher wages demanded from local 
labour. If what matters is “the larger assemblage of elements within which debt functions 
and which the dynamics of debt helped constitute” (Sassen, 2014, p.85), we need to pay 
specific attention to the mechanisms through which labour was employed for fuelling this 
debt induced agriculture growth.  The most prominent feature of this pre and post green 
revolution labour attachments is the practice of “interest free cash advances” (Brass, 1999, 
pp.81-5). These cash advances forced migrated labourer to offer their services to the same 
contractor as a means of debt repayment, often taking the form of long-term labour attach-
ments (Brass, 1999, pp.223-5). The debt requirement for an agrarian household fluctuates 
between peak and off-peak agricultural season, and the debtor is forced to work for the 
creditor until he pays off the debt, also enforced through gram panchayats5 (Brass, 1999, p.124). 
In the case of burgeoning debt, members of the family migrate for better income opportu-
nities which also takes the form of debt bondage. With the increasing social differentiation 
from cultivator to agricultural worker and then to landless labourer, debt-bondage is becom-
ing a dominant feature of rural distress. The concept of dispossession from debt then must 
not be assessed as sacrosanct loss of material assets, but also as loss of human dignity, indig-
enous knowledge systems and ancestral relations to land. 

Further, the intensification of agriculture in Uttar Pradesh and Bihar either led to small 
and marginal farmers borrowing for sustenance and losing their land on account of unpaid 
debt, or a sharecropper bearing such high proportions of debt that he would abscond to 
Punjab for better wages, leaving women to bear the brunt of the moneylenders. This cycle 
of debt exacerbated poverty of the household with gendered differentiated impacts. Women 
then not only performed unwaged familial functions of providing for care and nourishment, 
but also contributed a larger portion of their wage earnings towards the household’s suste-
nance (Agarwal, 2016, p.217). Further, when an indebted household is unable to repay a debt, 
it imposes another round of credit borrowing on the household, albeit from a different credit 
source and often for social reproduction of the household and not for cultivation purposes 
(Singh et al., 2017).  

 
5 Refer to the glossary. 



 

 24 

However, women’s agency as farmers on family farms and as landless cultivators, la-
bourers and migrant contract workers remains subordinated to the male members of the 
household and workforce. They face unfavourable conditions when searching for employ-
ment, are disadvantaged by their restricted mobility and an inherent bias against providing 
them with entitlements, equal wages and longer duration contracts on account of their gender 
identity (Agarwal, 2016, pp.214-17).  

The impact of such debt bondages is also gendered for women labourers who are forced 
to work in place of absconding male members, often wages are held back and the women 
are also subjected to physical and sexual violence, as confirmed by Seema Kulkarni, National 
Convenor of the Mahila Kisaan Adhikar Manch (MAKAAM) (Kulkarni, 2020). This is par-
ticularly significant since India recorded 9 million fewer cultivators and a steep rise of nearly 
40 million more agricultural workers between 2001 and 2011. A gendered disaggregation of 
the data indicates 10 million more female and 20 million more male agricultural workers in 
the same period. However, in 2011, India had 14 percent fewer female cultivators as com-
pared to 3 percent fewer male cultivators. Interestingly, while the male agricultural workers 
and cultivators are almost equal, the number of female agricultural workers to cultivators has 
doubled (Census, 2001 and Census 2011a).  

The decision-making of an indebted household is influenced by environmental change 
while also impacts the ecological landscape (Harcourt and Nelson, 2015). Importantly, there 
are interlinkages between women’s access to and rights on resources and class-gender pa-
rameters on time, income, health, socio-survival networks, indigenous knowledge and nutri-
tion as elaborated by Bina Agarwal (1992). A detailed study carried out by the MAKAAM on 
debt-bondage among the women sugarcane labourers in the state of Maharashtra lays bare 
the atrocities endured by women from debt-bondages (SOPPECOM, 2020). Hired as a hus-
band-wife pair through advance credit arrangements for performing strenuous tasks on the 
fields, the women are subjected to bodily violence through poor sanitation facilities, sexual 
harassment and hysterectomy to provide their labour services to pay off the debt. While the 
practice of migration of agricultural labour to the sugarcane fields is a few decades old, in-
creased frequency of droughts across Maharashtra and repeated crop failures have forced 
labourers to undertake debt linked bondages to sugarcane cultivation. A majority of the ag-
ricultural labourers belong to the small and marginal agricultural households mainly in the 
rainfed areas in Maharashtra or are landless and belong to the SCs or the nomadic commu-
nities. Advance credit, urgency to repay past debt, landlessness and collapse of the govern-
ment’s rural employment guarantee programme (MGNREGA) and lack of options to find 
work locally are primary reasons for their dependence on income from working as labourers 
in sugarcane fields. (SOPPECOM, 2020, pp.4-5). Women are often forced to undergo hys-
terectomy to ensure uninterrupted work cycles to repay debts, the costs of which are borne 
by the contractors and repaid through deductions from their daily wages. They often work 
until the final stages of pregnancy under deplorable conditions. Their work hours are erratic 
and range from 13-18 hours a day, with no maternity or social security, healthcare and child-
care benefits. These embodied experiences of exploitation are biopolitical processes induced 
by debt, promoted by the state and embedded in ecological landscapes. 

Over the past six decades, the acreage under sugarcane has increased by 571 percent 
while those under millets such as jowar and bajra has declined by 72 percent and 32 percent 
respectively. In fact, despite successive droughts experienced in the state between 2016 and 
2018, sugarcane cultivation increased by over 10 percent, while area under food crops de-
clined by over 12 percent (Government of Maharashtra, 2020, pp.3-4). Now well recognised 
as a water guzzling crop, sugarcane is prioritised by the state for its ethanol extraction to 
serve the vested interests of certain upper caste and class groups while leaving labourers not 
only displaced from their landscapes, deprived of nutrition, social security and healthcare but 
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also heavily indebted. This functions through the ‘extractivist logic’ deeply embedded in the 
dynamics of capitalism to concentrate land resources for the benefit of a few while creating 
‘geographies of expulsion’ for the socio-economically disadvantaged groups.  

 

5.2 Collectivising Debt Uptake Through SHGs and Group 
Farming  

In this section, I draw on the analysis by Bina Agarwal (Agarwal, 2018; 2019) on group farm-
ing initiatives in the state of Telangana and Kerala in India for insights into the role of col-
lectives as a means of security, safety, resistance, sustenance and food sovereignty among 
women and its ecological impacts. I interviewed (Sreerekha) S Mullassery Sathiamma, Asso-
ciate Professor at the International Institute of Social Studies for a perspective on Kudum-
bashree, a three-tier community network model for poverty alleviation and empowerment in 
the state of Kerala. While Kudumbashree functions through several nodes of community 
development, for the purpose of this thesis, I will only look at the model of collective farming 
groups for credit access. I also interviewed Rahul Joshi, representative of the civil society 
organisation Srijan which promotes the Maitree Mahila Mandal (MMM), a women’s self-help 
group federation in the Tonk district of Rajasthan.  

The proliferation of women’s self-help groups led to the flow of formal institutional 
credit to women.  Women were also considered to be more trustworthy in loan repayments. 
But also, culturally, women did not have any associations with banking institutions and there-
fore, were cautious and vulnerable as these were uncharted geographies for them. Their in-
experience with the banking sector, many of them would have never borrowed or engaged 
in formal monetary transactions before, also makes them easy targets (Mullassery Sathiamma, 
2020). According to Garikapati (2012, p.4), and confirmed in the interview, since women are 
also not legally recognised co-owners of agricultural lands due to patriarchal systems of in-
heritance, finding self-employment through the SHGs is remunerative and helps diversify 
the livelihood of the household (Mullassery Sathiamma, 2020).  

Both interviewees outlined access to credit and an opportunity to organise into groups 
as enabling variables to improve women’s bargaining power in the household. In both cases, 
women were now consulted as part of the financial decision-making of the household pri-
marily because they could access loans at much lower rates as compared to what the men 
would receive from moneylenders or bankers. However, decisions related to land resources 
were dictated by the patriarchs of the household, unless these were collective farming initia-
tives such as the Kudumbashree. 

In Rajasthan, the model adopted by MMM enabled credit facilities either for agricultural 
or entrepreneurial activities with no collateral requirements to women. This makes the pro-
gramme attractive to several agricultural households that are burdened by debt and are at the 
mercy of the local moneylenders. The debt incurred is a fallout of the agrarian crisis brewing 
in India’s rural hinterland discussed in earlier sections, and specifically related to high input 
costs, low revenue streams from agriculture, and rising consumption expenditure. Some-
times, households may have lost lands to moneylenders and may have to engage as wage-
labourers. In this case, the SHGs are a remunerative reliable mechanism for such households 
(Joshi, 2020). In the case of Kerala, women step outside their protective patriarchal set-up 
of the household out of desperation to mainly accumulate money for their daughter’s dowry 
(Mullassery Sathiamma, 2020) and to break away from family farms which provide women 
autonomy to decide on crops, technology, and distribution of profits (Agarwal, 2018, 2019).  
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While land leasing has been a herculean task for the collectives, women collectives are 
taking over unused lands for subsistence farming, forcing authorities to consider joint group 
ownership titles, a provision not available in federal laws in India (Chandra, 2018). However, 
women farming collectives choose to grow food crops instead of cash crops when more than 
70 percent of the agriculture in Kerala consist of cash crops. This is primarily because of the 
uncertainty associated with such crops in the last decade and the fluctuations in the interna-
tional market in relation to these crops such as coconut and rubber. According to Sree, these 
are driven by economical concerns than environmental considerations. However, she is also 
quick to point that despite their participation as part of SHGs and the farming collectives, 
women continue to be burdened with social reproduction responsibilities of the household. 
Additionally, women may be used to access cheaper credit to make investments in farms but 
may not always have a say in making decisions related to farm activities.  

“The experiences of these women indicate that they retained little influence over the assets 
and incomes created from their loans. Before obtaining loans, some of these women worked 
on family farms or within their households, but now find themselves working as wage laborers 
mainly to meet repayments.” (Garikipati, 2012, p.12) 

Paying off debt, then becomes an obligation to continue to remain members of such 
SHGs despite tyrant terms of contract. Overall, debt bondage forms contribute to expulsions 
which are only partially quantifiable and largely invisible which have occurred in micro-set-
tings influenced by larger dynamics of our political ecologies (Sassen, 2014, p.30). While 
credit provides a sense of liberation from patriarchal dominance and a voice in decision-
making at the household level, there are two ways in which the ‘feminisation of debt’ and its 
relation to the land must be assessed. First, through environmental degradation that forces 
women to seek for employment opportunities outside of its land, either because the families 
have lost lands in a mortgage and the SHG then offers a refuge to enable women to finan-
cially support the household. Second, through collective farming initiatives, women are able 
to influence decisions related to land resources at the community and the household level, 
albeit partially in the latter case.  

The next chapter discusses how debt and environmental degradation are interlinked 
through the financialisation of agro-commodities. It explores the case of soya, a ‘flex’ crop 
and the socio-economic and ecological dynamics of such an internationally traded commod-
ity. 
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Chapter 6 
Ecological Repercussions from Indebted Agro-
Commodity Value Chains: The Case of  Soya 

Post-colonial India saw a trend toward expanding area under cultivation, acreage under irri-
gation and improving access to credit facilities as part of the assemblages of the ‘Grow More 
Food Scheme,’ until augmenting the Green Revolution. Making credit and extension facilities 
available to farmers was the “backbone” (GoI, 1976, p.11) of the approach adopted for ag-
ricultural planning in India. In the period of the Green Revolution, this strategy was supple-
mented by regulating rural banking for prioritising agricultural credit. However, this was “bi-
ased in respect of regions, crops and classes” (Ramachandran and Swaminathan, 2002, p.505) 
and ecologically disrupting technologies such as tubewells and high yielding varieties of seeds, 
financed through institutions such as the World Bank and USAID (Shiva, 1991, p.261-4). In 
an economically liberalised India, agro-companies emerged to correct “inefficient agrarian 
markets” (Kumar, 2010, p.1333) and to make the country globally competitive in the export 
market. This transformation of India’s agriculture through deregulation, privatisation and 
financialization only aggravated indebtedness and ecological fragility of resources.   

In this chapter, I further conceptualise extractivism and its relation to credit-debt mech-
anisms through the history of the ‘yellow revolution,’6 specifically soybean production in the 
Malwa Belt in Madhya Pradesh. For this purpose, I move away from the conventional mean-
ing of the logic of extraction and neo-extraction (Bunker, 1984; Burchardt and Dietz, 2014; 
Ye et al., 2020). The chapter adopts Sassen’s interpretation of extraction as a means of ex-
ploitation through predatory nature of financial systems (Sassen, 2010, 2014, 2017). It con-
nects this to the concept of transnational capital put forth by Akram-Lodhi (2007) to evaluate 
ecological impacts of credit-debt relations in agro-commodities. 

6.1 The Story of Soya  

On agricultural lands, the period of the ‘Green Revolution’, led to focused infiltration of 
credit toward inputs and marketing of high yielding varieties of paddy and wheat. Simultane-
ously, in the state of Madhya Pradesh, another prominent commodity, soybean or soy, was 
introduced to meet India’s demand for edible oil. Interestingly, soybean did not feature as a 
potential crop mix of oil extraction in India until the 1980s which was dominated by ground-
nut, mustard, linseed, castor, coconut and cottonseed (Achaya, 1975; M. L. Jhala, 1984, p.A-
113). India currently imports 60 percent of its edible oil requirement, a burden on the foreign 
exchange reserves of the country (GoI, 2020). Such a commodity is labelled as a ‘flex’ crop 
for the multiplicity of its uses and its ability to stir or sustain global price volatility (Borras et 
al., 2016). 

Since soy was introduced to Madhya Pradesh in the 1970s and was not a staple food 
grain, the soya cultivators depended on the market for not merely selling their produce but 
also for inputs such as seeds and fertilizers and on credit services to make the purchases for 
agricultural inputs. Additionally, the proportion of soy used for consumption as food is 
merely 5-7 percent, around 45 percent is extracted for soy oil and the 55 percent is converted 
to deoiled cakes (DOC) for livestock feed which is exported to Europe (Bais, 2020). This 

 
6 A term used to refer to expand production of oilseeds alongside the green revolution to make India 
edible oil self-sufficient. 
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meant an increased market dependence on oil processing units, agro-companies and traders 
for buying the produce. This phenomenon then is articulately explained by Araghi as a peas-
ant who may own the means of production but has lost the means of subsistence (Araghi, 
2000, p.151) which directly co-relates to the loss of sovereignty among the agrarian commu-
nities on decisions related to what must be grown. 

Soy is not a water-intensive crop and was thus suitable to the state of Madhya Pradesh 
with mostly a semi-arid and dry sub-humid agro-ecological zone. It also has a short cropping 
cycle which complimented the high uncertainty around the monsoons in the state of Madhya 
Pradesh. As compared to the other kharif crops, soy could be sowed with a delay of around 
12-15 days and needed low maintenance. This has changed over the years with uncertain 
climatic conditions. The expansion of soybean production in India relates to the issue of 
“export-oriented capitalist sub-sector” as discussed by Akram-Lodhi (2007, pp.1448-9) with 
characteristics such as producing for export markets, infusion of technology and focus on 
improving per hectare productivity yield to reduce the per unit cost of production. This aims 
to make the commodity globally competitive and to improve profitability through surplus 
value accumulation. With a complex system of knowledge and finance which are interlinked 
to each other, the soybean sector makes a good example of “agro-food transnational capital” 
(Akram-Lodhi, 2007, p.1448). 

In a series of interviews with representatives of local civil society organisations working 
closely with soy cultivators and with Dr. Richa Sharma, a social scientist and author of the 
book, ‘Rethinking Revolutions: Soybean, Choupals, and the Changing Countryside in Central 
India,’ has led to some interesting insights to the commodification and the financialization 
of soy in the state. With the introduction of soy, a rain-fed crop, in the 1970s in Madhya 
Pradesh, the lal tur (red lentil), a traditional winter crop was replaced with wheat. Interestingly, 
the farmers in the Malwa region of western Madhya Pradesh which accounts for more than 
50 percent of the soya production in India would use the kharif season as the dry season for 
the replenishment of groundwater. The available groundwater would then be utilised for the 
rabi crop. With the entrenchment of soya and the advent of the green revolution, this meant 
a shift to not only monocropping in place of intercropping systems, but also bi-annual crop-
ping in place of annual cropping and toward cash crops in place of food crops (Animesh, 
2020). Interestingly, the area under the cultivation of soy jumped from 1.3 percent of gross 
cropped area in 1980-81 to over 25 percent in 2009-10. Soybean occupies over 50 percent 
of the cropped area in western Madhya Pradesh, mainly displacing staple food crops such as 
jowar (Shankar, 2005, p.5015; Jawaharlal Nehru Krishi Vishwa Vidyalaya, 2013, pp.29-30).  

6.2 Boom and Bust of Agro-Companies 

India has a tumultuous history of derivatives trading. Cotton was the first agro-commodity 
to be traded in the derivatives market in Mumbai back in 1875 (Kumar, 2010, p.63; Mohanty 
and Mishra, 2020, p.1). In the post-independence period, the Government of India (GoI) 
has intermittently banned agro-commodities trading until 2003 when three national level 
agro-commodity trading exchanges were set-up - National Commodity and Derivative Ex-

change (NCDEX), Multi Commodity Exchange (MCX) and National Multi‑Commodity Ex-
change of India (NMCEI). Currently in India agricultural commodity futures, including soya 
are traded on 6 commodity exchanges. 

To simply put, the derivatives market is meant to ensure price stability to the buyer and 
seller of a commodity by locking a price prior to the harvest by entering into a ‘futures’ 
contract. This ensures the seller an assured price for his produce and the buyer an assured 
product at a fixed price insulating the later and the former from future price volatility. In the 
case of soya, the Soyabean Processors Association (SOPA) started a derivative platform for 
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trading in future contracts of soybean and funded by Ruchi Soya, one of India’s largest agro-
companies with interests in soya oil extraction. In time, online transactions of such future 
trading became prominent in connivance with the local traders. The price determined in such 
contracts is expected to create efficient market systems for commodities since multiple actors 
– farmers, middle agents, traders, agro-companies and bankers with knowledge about varied 
factors and markets, including international markets, will be able to influence the price of the 
commodity. This is expected to be a win-win for all the actors involved (Kumar, 2010, 2014).  

However, as explained by Dr. Kumar, the farmers and the middle agents, who form the 
lower rung in the hierarchy of actors involved in the global playing field of commodities such 
as soya, end up being “price receivers” (Kumar, 2014, p.1339) than price influencers. Since 
India is one of the major exporters of soybean to the global market, the price of procuring 
soy in the local market is linked to the process reflected on the Chicago Board of Trade and 
the Kuala Lumpur Commodities Exchange (more recently by the Dalian exchange in China). 
Further, the harvest season and the extent of harvest of soy in countries such as Brazil and 
USA also influence the price received by the farmers in India. The soy harvest in India takes 
place in October whereas the one in the US takes place in September, which means if the US 
gluts the market with soy, the price remains low for the Indian farmers. The Latin American 
harvest, though, takes place in March. However, very few Indian farmers, except for if you 
are a multinational corporation player such as ITC or Ruchi Soya will have the capacity to be 
able to hold your crop to transact post-March (Kumar, 2014, p.1339-40; 2010, p.65) 

Between 2012 and 2016, the severe fluctuations in the price of soya in the global market 
and a glut in supply from Latin American countries eroded income for the soy farmers and 
agro-companies in Malwa. This also led to the shutting down of several oil extraction mills 
which were already running at less than half their capacity and were severely indebted. One 
of the largest agro-companies in Malwa, Ruchi Soya’s creditors filed petitions with the Na-
tional Company Law Tribunal for bankruptcy proceedings against the company for it was 
unable to pay its debt. 

Drought years of 2014-15 and 2015-16 severely lowered the soybean procurement for 
extraction which dented the company’s revenue. It had borrowed short-term credit to pay-
back bank debts from previous years. However, its profit margins had suffered owing to 
international market fluctuations, government duties on oil imports and uncertainty in cli-
matic conditions. Moreover, the price of soy was closely connected to the availability and 
price of palm since one could substitute the other. India imports palm oil from south-east 
Asia, mainly Malaysia and is not a native palm cultivator. So a fall in the price of palm oil in 
the international market would mean a higher demand for soy and vice-versa (Bais, 2020).  

For Sassen (2014), the financialization of agricultural commodities contributes to spec-
ulative investment decisions such as land grabbing in the global south. This is similar to 
speculation in financial markets of non-tangible monetary commodities such as the sub-
prime bubble which caused the 2008 financial crisis. However, in the agro-commodity mar-
kets, firms such as Ruchi Soya and other agro-companies undertake speculative investments 
to commensurate for the losses occurred as a result of poor yields in agriculture which does 
not always shield the big players, moreover leaves the farmers much more exposed and vul-
nerable. 

6.3 Farmers at Crossroads 

As put forth by Dr. Kumar, “While credit becomes a facilitator, market is a necessary condi-
tion” (Kumar, 2020). As credit pushes for extension of production on land, it soon spirals 
into a debt trap. In its initial years of inception, soy was also considered a low maintenance 
crop with minimal inputs and irrigation set-up. However, over the years, increasing incidents 
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of pest attacks has meant increased input costs in terms of fertilizers and pest-resistant vari-
eties of seeds which has led to increased costs of production. When compared to other soy 
producing countries such as Argentina and Brazil, India’s per unit productivity is one fourth 
of its counterparts. Interestingly, the respondent from Solidaridad blamed farmers for the 
low productivity of soy.  

“Farmers are not adopting the right practices for growing soy and are not investing enough in 
new varieties of seeds and fertilisers” (Motwani, 2020). 

International corporate agro-business companies such as Syngenta, ABM (Advanced 
Biological Marketing) and Cargill extend services related to seed and fertilizer provisioning. 
In addition, the Soyabean Research Institute and the SOPA are bodies involving exporters, 
trader, agro-companies, farmers and brokers and aim to encourage the uptake of soy-based 
products in the market. Further, ITC set-up the e-choupal to take the mandi to the farmers. 
These were supermarket like structures where the farmers could sell their produce and pur-
chase seeds and fertilisers. The payment received for the seeds and fertilisers was adjusted 
with the price paid for the harvest – a one stop solution for the soy farmers. 

This increased dependence of chemical fertilizers and loss of seed sovereignty has 
pushed the farmers into indebtedness. However, Animesh informs me that the “farmers 
don’t have to borrow for soy, but to cultivate the winter crop since the income from soy 
remains uncertain,” (Animesh, 2020). Further, the loss of seed sovereignty is also specifically 
associated with loss of systems of resilience and loss of recurring value capture in seeds which 
means the seeds cannot be reused again. Besides, in the semi-arid agro-ecological zones in 
India, the cropping choices are not too many. For example, I was informed of how farmers 
will shift between soy and cotton based on which crop reduces risks from production. How-
ever, the local civil society organisation also informed me of a shift to maize and other lentil 
crops to undo the uncertainty associated with soya (Animesh, 2020; Patidar, 2020).   

It is evident from the evaluation of the global trade fluctuations in the process of soy 
commodities that complex systems of trade, investments and value chains which Sassen de-
scribes as “assemblages of complex types of knowledge and technologies” (Sassen, 2017, p.1) 
are predatory in nature. They are destructive for the environment and workers, and in this 
case for soya cultivating farmers in India. In such an export-oriented farming system, a 
mono-cropping system forces a loss of bargaining power to the farmers, thus succumbing 
them to systems of homogenised crop cultivation and cycles of indebtedness. 
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Chapter 7 
Conclusion 

It is now evident that credit-debt relations remain a common thread through the national, 
community and household scales that determine spatial and social dynamics of agrarian 
transformations, including its ecological impacts. The credit-debt factor then becomes a crit-
ical variable to analyse agrarian transitions and environmental degradation. This study iden-
tifies the key mechanisms to explain the hypothesis of the relationship between indebtedness 
and environmental degradation contributing to such agrarian transitions and environmental 
degradation. These are dispossession, differentiation, and displacement of farmers; the bio-
political processes of debt and the socio-ecological dynamics emerging from the financiali-
zation of agro-commodities. These mechanisms were assessed through intersectional identi-
ties which analysed access to resources and resource use, patterns of land ownership, social 
differentiation, production and control of knowledge systems and biopolitical systems of 
oppression and exploitation (Rocheleau, Thomas-Slayter and Wangari, 1996, p.4-5; Gray and 
Dowd-Uribe, 2013, p.685; Taylor, 2013, p.693). Thereby, the relationship between debt and 
environmental degradation is summarised below – 

b. Access to and control of natural resources, including land, commons and water 
resources, are often controlled by credit-debt relations engulfed in social hierar-
chies. This not only constrains the agency of the individual and the household based 
on caste, class and gender dynamics, but also exacerbates vulnerability of the mar-
ginalised and the landless (Taylor, 2013). This induces social differentiation through 
fragmentation and restructuring of land ownership and brings about discipling of 
borrowers, deterioration of community relations and the environment. It also 
prompts discriminatory social selection of debtors (Gerber, 2014, p. 729).  

c. Debt functions through the logic of extraction which manifests through a mecha-
nism of systemic transformation by forcing the debtor to undertake decisions which 
is likely to increase their vulnerability and force decisions not suitable to ecological 
systems. This makes such relations predatory not only in terms of socio-economic 
harm but also ecologically. Such relations operate through the intersectionality of 
identities and at multiscale with multiple impacts. 

d. Improving the creditworthiness of the borrower is a critical enabler for empowering 
the poor. However, this becomes a disciplining mechanism for it is measured by 
the ability of the borrower to repay the debt incurred by whatever means. This 
could also be in the form of additional loans from informal sources such as local 
moneylenders so that the household does not have to default on loans from formal 
sources and they remain to be creditworthy, thus prompting the shift to ecologically 
unsuitable practices such as the shift to cash crops from food crops for higher re-
muneration. Thus, the decreasing calorific value and increase in the production of 
non-food crops compromises nutritional needs for households and produces eco-
logical impacts. 

e. Such ecological impacts take the form of loss of soil fertility, increased salinity from 
intensification through use of fertilisers and pesticides, loss of crops diversity, seed 
sovereignty and excessive extraction of groundwater endangering groundwater ex-
haustion. 

f. Environmental degradation and the adoption of certain technologies and practices 
reduce the resilience of systems to better adapt to extreme climatic events, thus 
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exacerbating the vulnerabilities of the small and marginal farmers, landless and 
women. 

g. Credit-debt relations function within the larger assemblages of factors that creates 
the conditions for expulsions and functions as “regimes of discipline” (Sassen, 
2010, p.85) since it prioritises the payment of debt forcing decisions which are 
profit-oriented and may not be environmentally conducive. At the state level, this 
debt trap is often aided by government policies such as the minimum support price 
programmes, free electricity regimes and easy credit access for certain types of crops 
which may not be environmentally sustainable. These are also forced upon through 
debt programmes of the IMF, World Bank and the WTO which call for liberalisa-
tion of trade of agricultural commodities but mainly aiming at withdrawal of state 
support to agricultural subsidy in the global south.  

h. In contemporary globalisation trends, the systems of finance have also become 
highly internationalised and complicated, the intricacies of which affect farmers in 
multiple ways. One such trend is that of derivative market future trading of agricul-
tural crops transforming them into mere commodities. The logic of extraction goes 
beyond the banalities of extraction toward creating geographies of expulsion with 
deep rooted systemic changes. These are brought about with the oppression and 
exploitation through entrenchment of credit-debt relations resulting from increased 
commodification, corporatisation and financialization of agricultural inputs. This 
makes debt servicing an instrument for disciplining and conditioning systems of 
extraction (Sassen, 2010, p.25). This further entangles and disadvantages the vul-
nerable (Sassen, 2017, p.4). 

 

The relationship between indebtedness and environmental degradation affirms Sassen’s 
logic of systemic edges whereby “a condition takes on a format so extreme that it cannot be 
easily captured by the standard measures of governments and experts and becomes invisible, 
ungraspable” (Sassen, 2015, p.174). For this purpose, it is urgent to address issues around 
environmental degradation from the lens of indebtedness and vice-versa. 

There are three potential pathways for future research which have emerged from the 
thesis. Each of these mechanisms can be independently assessed across a specific landscape 
to further investigate the relationship between debt and ecology with an ethnographic re-
search process. By collating a set of additional cases from several other geographies, not 
limited to India, a further set of global case studies can help formulate a typology to illustrate 
the role of credit-debt relations in agro-ecological transformations and environmental deg-
radation. Third, at the international scale, an investigation into transnational capital of agri-
businesses and debt accrued by the global south and the consequent impact on agrarian sys-
tems in tow with policies of the WTO, IMF and the World Bank will make for an intriguing 
study. 

The relationship between debt and ecology while under studied, remains an urgent need 
as we seek to understand and undo environmental degradation. Without addressing deep 
rooted systemic issues, environmental degradation will continue unabated ultimately impact-
ing vulnerable local communities, endangering food security and destroying ecological sys-
tems. This research thesis was an effort toward bringing to the forefront the mechanisms 
through which indebtedness and ecological degradation are related to each other and for 
making visible the complex and integrated systems of finance which harm not merely the 
vulnerable but also the environment. 
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Appendices 

Appendix A – List of Interviews 

Sr. 
No. 

Name Affiliation Date Medium and            
Language 

States Discussed 

1. Animesh          
Animondal 

Samaj Pragati Sahyog 16 September 2020 Whats App   Audio 
Call (Hindi) 

Madhya Pradesh and 
Punjab  

2. Amol Waghale All India Kisan Sabha 27 September 2020 Whats App   Audio 
Call (Marathi) 

Maharashtra 

3. Bank Officer NABARD 10 September 2020 Whats App   Audio 
Call (English) 

India and the state of 
Punjab 

4. Himanshu Bais Solidaridad 26 September 2020 Whats App   Audio 
Call (Hindi) 

Madhya Pradesh  

5. Navin Patidar Agha Khan Foundation 25 September 2020 Whats App   Audio 
Call (Hindi) 

Madhya Pradesh and 
Gujarat  

6. Rahul Joshi Maitree Mahila  

Mandal 

28 September 2020 Whats App   Audio 
Call (Hindi) 

Rajasthan  

7. Ramesh Sharma Ekta Parishad 9 September 2020 Whats App   Audio 
Call (Hindi) 

Madhya Pradesh and 
Chhattisgarh 

8. Rajeev Baruah Independent  

Consultant 

11 September 2020 Whats App   Audio 
Call (English) 

Madhya Pradesh, Gujarat 
and Maharashtra 

9. Richa Kumar IIT Delhi 21 September 2020 Skype (English) Madhya Pradesh (Malwa 
Plateau – sub-arid eco-
system) 

10. Seema Kulkarni MAKAAM 29 September 2020 Whats App   Audio 
Call (English) 

Maharashtra 

11. (Sreerekha) S 
Mullassery             
Sathiamma 

International Institute 
of Social Studies (ISS) 

12 October 2020 MS Office Teams 
(English) 

Kerala 

12. Suresh Motwani Solidaridad 21 September 2020 Google Hangout 
(Hindi) 

Madhya Pradesh  

 

Appendix B – Guidance for Semi-Structured Interviews 

i. How does debt impact farmer’s decisions related to land? / Does the pressure to 
payback the debt force farmers to take certain decisions related to the land which 
are not sustainable in the long run? How does impact women? 

j. Could you explain to me how debt plays out for different classes of farmers – big, 
small and marginal and landless? How do these impact women? 
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k. Have you seen the farmers get more and more entangled in debt over the past two 
decades? What are the reasons? What are the consequences of not paying back the 
debt? 

l. Have you seen any changes the environment and ecological changes that have im-
pacted agriculture and is this related to debt? 

m. How do you historically view the role of credit in relation to land and the environ-
ment? Has credit influenced access or decisions related to land and resources? Is 
this connected to certain crops?  

n. Is staying financially sustainable one of the considerations for NABARD? Is that 
one of the criteria to adjudge the success of a project? 

o. What is the modus operandi for NABARD’s inflow and outflow of funds? 

p. What is the role of credit for institutions such as NABARD and how is credit per-
ceived for institutions such as NABARD? 

q. Who is considered to be credit-worthy for NABARD? Are gender, caste, land and 
asset ownership a consideration? 

r. How critical is the role of credit for sustaining a rural agrarian household today? 

s. Could you help me better understand the network of rural credit facilities? 

t. Is environmental sustainability a concern when lending out credit? 

u. In your experience, has credit or debt come in way of making decisions that would 
be environmentally unsustainable? 

v. Any commodity that comes to your mind when you think of the link between agro-
firm, banks, and farmers? Specifically, where the land-use has been shifted to meet 
the needs of policies or as a result of market driven processes at the local or global 
level. 

w. What are the available sourced of credit for farmers? Does this vary as per gender, 
caste and class status? 

x. In your experience, has credit forced households into behaviors that may not be 
environmentally sustainable? 

y. Do you think environmental degradation has forced agrarian households into in-
debtedness? 

z. Could you explain to me the role of women self-help groups and microfinance in 
helping sustain households? Is it easier for women to acquire loans? Does it change 
their household dynamics? 

aa. What kind of government programs and subsidies are most useful and do loan 
waivers work? 

bb. Explain the role of credit and debt in the functioning of the soya value chain? 

cc. What is the importance of credit for the agro-firms in this sector? 

dd. Do agro-firms account for any environmental considerations? 

ee. Why did farmers decide to cultivate soya? Are they shifting away from soya? What 
did they cultivate prior to cultivating soya? 

ff. Has soya cultivation impacted groundwater levels or has caused land degradation? 

gg. How did the international price fluctuations impact soya cultivators in India? Ex-
plain the mechanism to me? 
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