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Abstract 

Building on existing scholarship that foregrounds caste and its ecological entanglements 

this paper develops a framework that I call Critical Caste Ecologies. By challenging the 

dominant paradigms of environmental justice shaped by both Western epistemologies, the 

framework traces the materiality of caste relations and how they are maintained and reproduced 

by socio-environmental change. I first compare Critical Caste Ecologies with Critical 

Environmental Justice studies, demonstrating their shared concerns as well as how they differ. 

Drawing on ethnographic data, I then examine caste in conjuncture with agrochemical 

environmental harm. By analyzing the emergence of pesticide stores and agrochemical networks 

shaped by “Backward Caste” farmers, this article highlights how caste based social relations are 

actively reproduced by simultaneously transforming rural ecologies and Dalit livelihoods. I 

conclude by highlighting the advantages of using Critical Caste Ecologies as a tool to unpack 

caste-based differentiation and its impact on socio-ecological life.  
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INTRODUCTION 

Badri, a dominant “backward” caste farmer, had hired 5 Dalit laborers, members of the lowest 

social caste, to create a drainage system across his farm. He wanted to take precautionary 

measures to save his vegetable produce from a potential deluge. He cautiously watched the 

landless Dalit workers. Then he intervened and scolded them. And then he watched some more. I 

asked Badri if he had always grown vegetables. He responded, “we are Koiri caste, we are 

dedicated and technical farmers. Have you seen Badri Agrichemical Store in the market? My son 

operates it.” Badri was referring to one of several pesticide stores in the nearest market that are, 

coincidently or not, all owned by families from the Koiri, a cultivating caste classified as OBC, 

or “Other Backward Caste,” in the region of Bihar. In India, OBCs is a collective term used by 

the Government of India to classify castes that are socially and educationally disadvantaged, yet 

many of these castes are dominant in specific regions (like the Koiri in Bihar) due to their land 

ownership, cultivator identity and political hold. “I see!” I responded. “Are all Koiris farmers?” 

He responded, “since generations, but earlier it was mota anaj [staple millet crops], tobacco and 

rice, now all kinds of davai [a synonym for chemical inputs literally translating to medicine] are 

available so hardworking Koiri farmers have shifted to veggies.” Meanwhile, the Dalit laborers 

he had hired refused my interview requests.  When I asked why, one said “he [Badri] will get 

upset… he owns us for the evening.”  

This interaction is important for the contextualization of this paper’s argument.  

Environment, including land use and access to agricultural technology, plays a critical role in 

sustaining caste hierarchies. Here, the Koiri caste has historically leveraged access to land and 

control over agricultural resources to assert dominance, contrasting sharply with Dalit laborers' 

dependence on daily wages. Badri’s pride in his Koiri identity and his family’s role in the 



pesticide trade signify a shift in agrarian hierarchies shaped by agrochemical modernity. His 

claim about Koiri farmers’ hard work and technical skills reflects a narrative of self-ascribed 

superiority tied to their adoption of intensive farming practices. This contrasts with Dalit 

laborers' exclusion from land and resources. This is typical more so in Bihar, where caste 

structures dominate social, political, and economic life, with caste-based identities and 

hierarchies deeply influencing access to ecological resources, power, and opportunities 

(Chakravarti 2001, Sharma 2005).  

Yet, despite clear ties to colonialism, land, and justice for over a billion people globally, 

caste remains largely absent in sociological discussions about the environment. This is 

problematic for several reasons. First, India’s population alone rivals that of Europe and North 

America combined, with caste also present in Bangladesh, Sri Lanka, Nepal, Pakistan, and 

increasingly recognized in places like United States. Second, due to the Brahmanical hegemony 

in social sciences the questions of caste are often dominated by upper-caste perspectives shaping 

epistemologies, methodologies, and academic discourses (Guru 2002), making it difficult to 

analyze one of the world’s major forms of stratification in its own terms. Third, a more global, 

non-Western and anti-Brahmanical perspective is critical to understanding the links between 

social differentiation and ecological injustice (Sharma 2022; Ranganathan 2022a). A growing 

body of scholarship is now striving to foreground caste and its intricate ecological 

entanglements, emphasizing the urgency of a perspective that critically interrogates and 

dismantles caste structures (Sharma 2017; Bhaviskar and Gidwani 2019; Bhimraj 2020; 

Ranganathan 2022b; Prasad 2022). This paper adds on this this body of work by developing a 

framework that I call Critical Caste Ecologies. It aims to at once render visible yet also critically 

probe dialectical relationships between caste and environment. By tracing the historicity and 



materiality of relations of caste that are maintained and reproduced by socio-ecological struggles, 

Critical Caste Ecologies demonstrates how sociologists can examine caste inequalities and 

environment in multifaceted ways. 

 To theoretically ground this argument, I will draw from of Critical Environmental Justice 

studies (henceforth CEJ) along with scholarship that articulates caste through the lens of 

racialization, as both an inspiration and a foil. Like CEJ studies, my argument builds on the 

notions of the logic of domination and multi-scalarity (Pellow 2017). But unlike CEJ studies, 

Critical Caste Ecologies focuses on one form of difference in order to examine unique 

characteristics that are not typically addressed in environmental justice work. Moreover, I rely on 

scholars that draw on the intersection of caste and environmental injustice through examination 

of parallels between Dalit and Black ecologies (Sharma 2019,2022; Prasad 2022). Dalit 

ecologies analyzes the intersecting dynamics of caste-based segregation, dispossession, and 

dehumanization, alongside the systematic appropriation of Dalit labor and ecological knowledge. 

It also interrogates how the global ecological crisis amplifies vulnerabilities and perpetuates 

environmental injustices disproportionately affecting Dalit communities in India. My work 

builds on this by drawing on the existing strengths of social theory (Foster 1999, York and Clark 

2006, Holleman 2015), political ecology and agrarian studies (Galt 2008; Luna 2020; Shattuck 

2021, Werner, Berndt and Mansfield 2022; Mansfield et al. 2024) accentuating the 

underexamined historicity and materialities that rearticulates caste. The historical and material 

method emphasizes the importance of examining the material bases of social relations and 

environmental impacts, recognizing how economic and ecological systems are interconnected 

through historical processes of development and exploitation. This focus helps us understand 

how landscapes, socio-ecological injustices and agrochemical harm are dialectically shaped via 



caste relations. Finally, CEJ is overwhelmingly western in orientation. Critical Caste Ecologies 

seeks to decenter this Western perspective and simultaneously challenges the embedded caste 

blindness of Indian environmental discourses.  

 This paper's empirical focus stems from an ethnographic study in Bihar, India, analyzing 

the shift from traditional crops to chemically intensive vegetable farming for local markets. The 

paper asks, how are caste relations reinscribed and sustained through the introduction of new 

agrarian technologies? Green Revolution technologies in the 1990s transformed agronomic 

practices, increasing food productivity while simultaneously lowering prices for traditional crops 

(Kantor 2020). This structural and contingent change spurred the rise of commercial vegetable 

farming as a profitable enterprise. As a result, OBC farmers began investing more in cash crops, 

significantly boosting vegetable production in the region. This transition, deeply intertwined with 

caste relations, land arrangements, and the intensified use of chemical inputs, has both 

perpetuated and altered existing social inequalities and ecological harm, making it a compelling 

case for the development of a Critical Caste Ecologies framework. 

The remainder of this article is organized as follows. First, I provide a primer on caste 

and how it operates. Then I provide a review of CEJ studies and racialization. This section sets 

the background for my argument that the transposition of CEJ and racialization to caste contexts 

is not wrong but must be done carefully for it may also create analytical barriers to our 

understanding of environmental injustices. Here, I build on select scholarship that explores the 

intersection of caste and socio-environmental issues, examining how shifts in caste relations 

intertwine with the political ecology of agrochemicals and the broader social configurations they 

engender. Following this, through a synthesis of literature available on caste, land and agrarian 

relations, I demonstrate how historicity and material relations of caste conceptually elucidate 



conversations concerned with social and ecological entanglements. I then employ fieldwork in 

Bihar, India to tease out the above-mentioned conceptual tools through empirical work. In 

conclusion, this article underscores the benefits of employing Critical Caste Ecologies as a 

framework to analyze caste-based differentiation and its implications for socio-ecological 

dynamics. 

Materiality: “Related to the Soil”, Interaction of “Experts” with Pesticides and Land 

I am not even kidding! All the davai stores are of Koiri farmers. Because they 

already have the technical knowledge, they have invested in making more money 

off this knowledge. They have opened shops not only here in the village but also 

in the main market. So, you find a lot of them giving advice or telling people what 

sort of pesticides, fertilizers or seeds are good for farmers. 

The Green Revolution led shift in the farming practices has also resulted in bourgeoning 

agri-business set up in the region exclusively by Koiri caste farming families. Over a stretch of 

15 kilometers between my apartment and my research site, I encountered around 20 retail 

stores—all owned by Koiri families. These have become the main point of contact for “new 

farmers” seeking advice for their vegetable produce1. This commercial market of synthetic 

chemicals has exerted a significant influence on the materiality of caste within the region, 

particularly in relation to agribusiness retail and land arrangements. This material transformation 

has served to solidify the role of the Koiri as the caste at the heart of agrarian production 

relations within Bihar's agroecology and at the same time elicits anxiety and distress for Dalits. 

 
1 Aga’s (2018) study of petty retail store of chemical inputs also finds caste-based association of merchants in 
Maharashtra 
 western India. The Marathas, a dominant caste, in the region too have become ‘merchants of knowledge’ when it 
comes to advising inputs to farmers.  



Take Rohan who is a Koiri pesticide and seeds retail owner. As we drank tea together in 

his shop, he declared in a loud tone, “We are related to the soil… Our job is to serve the 

kingdom, not rule. My store does exactly the same. I share my technical knowledge with the 

farmers that need help.” Acknowledging the fact that OBC Koiri farmers do not “rule” the 

agrarian relations like the landed upper caste, Rohan embodies an identity of serving the people 

through the inputs retail store and his knowledge. I asked him what sort of help farmers need. He 

responded “it’s the naya kisaan [new farmers] that has less idea of chemical inputs and poison 

[pesticides], Koiris just walk in and ask for the medicine… they don’t need any explanation. The 

naya kisaans needs to be told so as to be sure that they are using the inputs in the right manner.” 

New farmers are typically lower caste Dalits agricultural laborers who see vegetable farming as 

new opportunity that is far more respectable than working for someone else. But Rohan's 

statement—"we [Koiri] are related to soil"—raises important questions. How does this deep 

connection between the Koiri and the land, combined with the proliferation of pesticide stores, 

influence ecological transitions, soil fertility in the region and the reproduction of caste relations? 

How does the beforementioned colonial history of Koiris inform the present? 

In his examination of the opium trade in Bihar, Pinch (1987) delves into the cultural 

significance of the Koiris. Pinch uses archival data that suggests Koiris have attained a stature 

symbolized by their perceived "victory over soil" (Pinch 1987: 50). This status, however, extends 

beyond the realm of culture and is deeply material. The historical identity of the Koiris as 

diligent tenants and farmers has materially molded their dominance, particularly evident in their 

contemporary ascendency within the agri-business retail sector of the region. I argue that the 

emergence of pesticide stores and the dominance of Koiris in this agrochemical enterprise must 

be analyzed not as evidence of their "natural" or "essential" agricultural skill but as material 



shifts that actively reconfigure caste relations. These stores and their associated networks are not 

neutral economic spaces; they are deeply embedded within caste-specific socio-material 

processes. By shaping the flow of resources, transformation of ecosystem and transaction of 

agricultural knowledge, these retail stores, perpetuate and amplify caste-based social difference. 

Furthermore, the materiality of agrochemical infrastructures—ranging from the physical 

presence of the stores to the distribution mechanisms—serves as a conduit through which caste-

based social and ecological inequalities are reproduced, with profound consequences for rural 

ecologies and Dalit livelihoods. This analysis underscores the co-constitutive relationship 

between material environments and caste dynamics, challenging reductionist views of caste as 

either static or solely cultural. 

 These agrarian changes are deeply tied to the political ecology and economy of 

agrochemical harm. The rise of caste-based agri-input retail reflects a reconfiguration of 

pesticide capital (Mansfield et al 2023), highlighting shifts in how this capital is embedded in 

local social structures. The broader eastward expansion of agrochemical production aligns (Galt 

2008; Shattuck 2021) with strategies of capital accumulation that are shaped by regional forms of 

stratification. The agrarian history of the Koiris and their localized practices play a central role in 

the pesticide supply chain, embodied in the proliferation of retail store networks. These changes 

are intricately linked to empirical transformations such as the rise in vegetable farming and the 

structural distribution of agri-inputs, illustrating the intersections of caste, capital, and 

agroecological dynamics.  

While Koiri’s were given the essentializing accolade of “victory over soil” for their 

standing in Bihar’s agrarian rural ecology, the turn toward chemical intensive vegetable farming 

in the region has reconstituted and reconfigured their relation with contemporary soil fertility as 



well. The pesticide retail stores have become an avenue through which Koiris craft a new 

relation to soil as articulated by Rohan above. The conjuncture of pesticide retail, the reassertion 

and (re)articulation of caste identities, and input-intensive agriculture sheds light on the 

ecological harm driven by agrochemicals and their social assemblages. Farmers, such as the 

Koiri participants in my study, explained the entrenchment of chemical-intensive practices, 

noting the near impossibility of transitioning to organic farming due to the protracted process of 

soil restoration. As Vijay put it, “The land in the region has reached a state of exhaustion, and 

this ecological harm cannot be repaired.” This sentiment reflects the broader cycle of 

dependency fostered by agrochemical capital. Vijay and his brother highlighted how long-term 

pesticide use has paradoxically made pests more resistant, leaving crops increasingly vulnerable 

to diseases. They noted that even solutions marketed for soil rejuvenation often introduce new 

problems, with additional chemical inputs creating a continuous cycle of dependency rather than 

addressing the root ecological damage. Such experiences resonate with critical studies of 

agrochemical harm, which document how chemical inputs perpetuate soil degradation and pest 

adaptation (Werner, Berndth and Mansfield 2022). 

While many Koiri farmers acknowledged the theoretical benefits of diversification, such 

as seasonal crop rotation, they also emphasized the practical constraints imposed by the necessity 

of cash crop cultivation for immediate livelihoods. This reliance on high-value crops exacerbates 

their dependency on pesticides, deepening ecological harm and tethering agrarian livelihoods to 

the broader dynamics of environmental injustice. 

  And yet, for OBC Koiri farmers, these retail stores are nothing less than solidified dreams 

and aspirations for better off opportunities for them and their caste. They have successfully co-

opted their caste-based relation to soil and its material entanglements via mushrooming inputs 



retail stores. Ankit, a sales representative in a multinational seed company invited me to the 

grand opening of his new venture, a synthetic inputs’ retail shop. On asking what motivated him 

to venture into this business he mentioned how he has experience of working in the sales sector 

of multiple agri-businesses and he thought that it was about time that he opens his own store. His 

father sitting next to him proudly pats his shoulder adding “now I plan to rest! My family is well 

settled.” Ankit beamed and told me how he had only started with a monthly income of INR 

(Indian Rupee) 8000 (roughly $95) as a market development representative. Now he earns 

almost INR 35000 (roughly $415). Ankit credits much of his success to his father's farming 

background, a common narrative among Koiri agri-business retail store owners. Many of them 

recognized that their early experiences in farming provided them with the knowledge and skills 

necessary to navigate the growing market for synthetic chemicals, fueled by the rise in 

commercial vegetable farming. Testimonies like those of Ankit and Rohan reveal the connection 

between the materiality of agri-businesses and their roots in caste identity. The demand for 

synthetic chemical inputs during my fieldwork was almost palpable—a constant buzz of 

conversation among farmers, focused on the high costs and the inevitable necessity of these 

inputs. A Critical Caste Ecologies perspective stresses on focusing on these embodied and deep 

entanglements between agricultural modernization and enduring material significance of caste in 

shaping new opportunities.  

The interaction of Koiri cultivators with vegetable production and their alleged expertise 

is thus reconstituted in new ways, altering yet also entrenching the caste’s material position in 

society. For caste’s relations with soil and land is now, in part, embodied in their caste’s 

specialized relationship with pesticides (and, by extension, the global agricultural corporations 



that produce them). The historical identity of the Koiri farming families and the existing material 

conditions converge to shape social hierarchies and economic opportunities in the agroecology.  

In contrast, Raja, a non-Koiri OBC caste farmer, tried hard to secure a shop for 

agrichemical inputs in the chowk, but failed. He failed because of his lack of ties to Koiri retail 

store owners. Instead, Raja began selling chemical inputs from his house, the outside of which 

was now lined with makeshift shelves for chemical products. When I asked about these, he 

responded, “I am trying to establish this business, but the Koiris are established and widespread 

in this business. I had to let go of the plan.” Meanwhile, Raja was invited to undergo a 3-month 

training by, a leading multinational agribusiness company, in Hyderabad, India. This provided 

him with a certificate to sell seeds and synthetic fertilizers, one he framed and proudly hung in 

the entrance of his house. Raja acknowledged that the market of inputs is on the rise in the 

region, but also that he will have a difficult time competing with Koiri-owned businesses. 

Indeed, few costumers came his way, and he is making other plans so he does not have to depend 

solely on his agri-business.  

In addition, while Rohan proudly claimed that Koiri farmers know exactly what they 

need for their crops, the reality for new Dalit farmers interacting with these retail stores and 

Koiri shopkeepers is often far from straightforward. These everyday encounters can be stressful 

and fraught with uncertainty, as new farmers grapple with inflated prices of land contracts, 

unfamiliar products, the pressure to make the right choices because of their new relationship to 

farming and chemical inputs. I also find that pesticide stores evoke intense emotions of fear, 

distrust, and anxiety among marginalized groups due to the ways in which these stores' material 

presence perpetuates caste and gender-based inequalities. Take the example of Prema Devi, a 

Dalit woman who, alongside her son, has found independence and pride through farming. Her 



husband, employed in construction in Kolkata, sends savings that enable her to rent land on a 

yearly contract, with her son assisting in the cultivation. This financial support empowers Prema 

to break free from the cycle of working for Koiri farmers and upper caste landlords in exchange 

for meager wages, enabling her to build a livelihood on her own terms (Ramamurthi 2011). 

Vegetable farming has provided her with a better option. One afternoon, after heavy rainfall, she 

appeared visibly distressed as she prepared to visit the market to buy fungicides for her crops. 

Before making a purchase, Prema pulled out her smartphone and showed me a picture of the 

chemical inputs that the store owner had recommended. However, she didn’t buy the fungicide 

right away. Instead, she cautiously sought advice from nearby farmers and even consulted me, 

worried that she might be sold the wrong product, which could not only damage her crops but 

also cost her significantly. 

As a new farmer, Prema feels both proud and fearful. She shared her concerns about store 

owners who often pressure new farmers into buying additional, unnecessary chemical inputs for 

their own profit. For her, these extra costs are a burden, and being illiterate and unfamiliar with 

the chemicals, she is determined to be extra careful with her purchases. Rohan jokingly told me 

something similar when I saw Rama devi, a Dalit farmer, inquire about a pesticide and then walk 

away. He tells “they [new farmers] come in two rounds. Once they will come and inquire the 

price. Then they will go to another store[laughs] and even then, they are not satisfied so they ask 

other farmers around before finally purchasing a product.”  

Navigating pesticide stores as a new farmer, particularly for those from marginalized 

backgrounds like Prema is a weary experience. The interplay of pride and fear in these situations 

highlights the delicate balance that new farmers must maintain as they strive for independence 

while dealing with the uncertainties of unfamiliar synthetic chemicals. Prema as well as other 



women’s experience as new Dalit farmers illustrates the complex intersections of caste and 

gender. For Dalit women like her as illiteracy and limited access to agricultural knowledge 

exacerbate vulnerabilities, Prema’s caution in dealing with pesticide sellers is not merely a 

pragmatic response but also a layered expression of resistance and survival. Her wariness 

symbolizes an active defiance against the systemic inequities that marginalize Dalit women in 

rural India, where access to agricultural resources and knowledge is often mediated by caste and 

gender hierarchies. By navigating the marketplace with skepticism, Prema resists being exploited 

by sellers who might overprice products, misrepresent their efficacy, or promote harmful 

chemicals without full disclosure.  

Rohan’s remark about Dalit farmers’ hesitance in purchasing reflects a broader societal 

stereotype of Dalit “ineptitude,” further complicating their positionality in agricultural 

modernization. At the same time, Prema’s careful approach to purchasing fungicides underscores 

a survival strategy born out of lived experience and socio-economic constraints. Without formal 

education or institutional support, her reliance on observation, intuition, and cautious decision-

making becomes a form of self-reliance. This duality of resistance and survival illustrates how 

Dalit women like Prema negotiate agency within oppressive structures, challenging systemic 

harm while carving out pathways for independence and resilience. In tracing novel material 

relations of caste via a critical caste ecologies perspective prompts us to understand these agri-

business retail stores and their interaction with ecology, soil fertility and different stakeholders 

do not serve as impartial arenas. They clearly adapt in the existing uneven caste relations and 

continue to shape the contradictions risen by new farming opportunities and agricultural 

modernization.   



The assertion of Koiris as related to soil has also impacted the ways in which land 

contracts are experienced by Dalit communities. Vegetable farming is seen as one of the most 

lucrative livelihoods in lack of other opportunities in the region. This has imposed an exclusive 

material strain on the land arrangements. Chemically intensive farming not only causes 

ecological harm and soil degradation but has also led to a significant increase in the prices of 

yearly land contracts furthering the landlessness of Dalits leading to limited opportunities and 

serving the interest of Koiri farmers.  

Previously, landless Dalit families often relied on upper-caste landlords to secure land 

through yearly contracts or sharecropping arrangements to grow staple crops such as rice, wheat, 

and corn. With the increasing interest in growing vegetables for profit, however, Koiri farmers, 

who own small amounts of land, are persistently reaching out to upper-caste landlords for 

additional land on yearly contracts. For they are willing to pay triple the amount these landlords 

receive from Dalits through these contracts. This pattern has made the previously affordable land 

extremely competitive among the Koiris and almost unaffordable for Dalit laborers 

(re)producing inequality on the basis of materiality of land and caste. Urmila, who not only 

works for upper-caste landlords as an agricultural worker but also used to rent land to grow 

vegetables with money sent by her migrant husband, told me that it is next to impossible to 

secure land these days. "A couple of years back it was still affordable. We could rent 1,300 

square feet for as low as INR 500 yearly (roughly $6). But now the Koiris are ready to pay INR 

2,000 (roughly $24) for the same amount of land. Of course, the landlords will favor them 

[Koiris]." Kishan, another Dalit laborer turned farmer, complained about the prices of the land 

contracts. He added, "Poor families can’t pay that amount even if they want to... there is too 

much risk." He mentioned how no one in the region will reveal to me the question concerning 



genuine prices of the land contracts because they fear that if it becomes public knowledge, 

someone who needs land for growing vegetables will pay more and secure land from the 

landlords. Due to small portions of land that are owned by OBC farmers they are ready to 

maximize their yield by procuring more land for profits.  

In sum, these novel land arrangements, increased prices and the growing pesticide stores 

reveal how materiality of land is crucial in producing socio-ecological differentiations along 

caste lines. Here it is crucial to also point out that the Critical Caste Ecologies framework 

demystifies social and ecological aspects of caste inequality in terms of binaries of Dalits vs 

upper-castes. In instead emphasizing a relational approach, it rather elucidates how tensions 

between OBCs and Dalits bring forth caste and its ecological injustices as a mesh of 

interconnected struggles.    

 

CONCLUSION 

According to Ankit, 95% of the agribusiness retail market in the region is controlled by 

Koiri farming families. The district hosts 160 retail centers, with his corporation setting an 

ambitious target of INR 20 million in yearly sales. Here, caste dynamics are clearly entwined 

with capitalist agrochemical enterprises, exposing the deep-rooted socio-economic and 

ecological injustices at play. The above exploration into the historicity and contemporary 

material dynamics of Koiri farmers, and Dalit agricultural laborers in Bihar reveals this complex 

interplay between caste, ecology and livelihoods. Rather than simply including caste to a well-

known list of social differentiation, this contextual approach demonstrates the multifaceted 

connections between caste and its environmental relationship. While the interplay of power, 



privilege, reproduction of inequalities and marginalization is a common thread in both CEJ and 

Critical Caste Ecologies, a critical caste ecologies perspective enhances existing conversations 

by uniquely situating local caste dynamics within the broader context of global ecological harm 

and injustice, while remaining true to the mechanisms and conjunctures that perpetuate caste 

inequality.  

This paper delves into the embodied and social dimensions of chemically intensive 

vegetable farming in Bihar. It reveals how the persistent portrayal of OBC farmers as industrious 

and skilled experts is the continuation of historically entrenched caste relations. These farmers, 

now hailed as the "pioneers of vegetable farming2," carry forward a legacy deeply rooted in the 

region's caste-based agricultural, land, and argri-input materiality. A Critical Caste Ecologies 

perspective reveals the continued contradictions of caste-ecological relations by an examination 

of agrarian modernization and its differing bearings on dominant cultivator caste and landless 

Dalits. As Green Revolution “advancements” shifted the background conditions for agriculture 

in the region, this shift combined with a historical reliance on upper-caste landlords to create new 

opportunities for OBC Koiri farmers. Their identity as "skilled" and "industrious" cultivators has 

thus been reshaped and reinforced within the land-pesticide nexus that now dominates the region. 

Koiri peasants have become influential, using their expertise and knowledge to enhance their 

limited caste status. This expert identity is rooted in material and caste dynamics established 

during colonial rule. Additionally, Koiri farmers have reinforced their traditional status as expert 

cultivators through the material proliferation of agri-business retail stores, land contracts which 

 
2 An upper-caste professor, who also serves as a landlord and has ties to the regional agricultural university, used the 
term "pioneers of vegetable farming" during her interview. Her choice of words underscores the dominance of OBC 
Koiri farmers in vegetable farming within Samastipur, reflecting both the entrenched caste dynamics and the power 
they wield in the agricultural landscape. 



offer them hope, aspirations, and social mobility, while the interactions with chemical inputs 

evoke distress and anxiety among emerging Dalit farmers.  

Driving ecological change and uneven social transformation, agrarian modernization 

creates new opportunities for OBC farmers but simultaneously reinforces social inequalities, 

particularly for Dalits. The contradictory nature of agribusiness stores reflects this tension—they 

offer advancement for some while deepening marginalization for others. For Dalits, navigating 

these socio-ecological shifts is fraught with difficulties, as rising land prices and entrenched 

power relations hinder their ability to benefit from these changes.  

These findings have significant implications for understanding socio-ecological harm in a 

global context. The historical and material dynamics of caste intersect with aspirations for social 

mobility and gender, shaping the everyday experiences of communities dependent on agrarian 

ecologies. Meanwhile, profit-driven agribusiness practices exacerbate ecological degradation by 

impacting land and soil fertility. Future works on Critical Caste Ecologies will pay more 

attention to the point that caste hierarchy is disrupted and materialized not only as a unique 

category of inequality that guides socio-environmental relationships but also as a relational 

category that unsettles class, status, gender and other dimensions of differentiation. This study 

contributes to the limited sociological analysis of caste's environmental dimensions and raises 

critical questions for future research. For instance; How can the intersection of caste, labor, and 

environmental degradation in India inform a more nuanced understanding of socio-

environmental inequalities in other regions, such as Latin America or Africa? In what ways do 

caste and ethnic hierarchies in agrarian economies complicate global comparisons within 

environmental justice scholarship? How can CEJ be adapted to account for historically 

entrenched systems like caste that operate alongside or outside, for example, racialized 



frameworks in addressing environmental inequities? A Critical Caste ecologies lens takes on this 

task by interrogating the neglected subjectivities of caste difference, comprehensively dissecting 

underemphasized historical and material specifics of caste and its ecological entanglements.   

REFERENCES 

Aga, Aniket. 2018. "Merchants of Knowledge: Petty Retail and Differentiation without 
Consolidation among Farmers in Maharashtra, India." Journal of Agrarian Change 18(3):658-
676. 

Agarwal, Samantha, and Michael Levien. 2020. "Dalits and Dispossession: A Comparison." 
Journal of Contemporary Asia 50(5):696-722 

Agyeman, Julian. 2005. Sustainable communities and the challenge of environmental justice. 
New York: NYU Press. 

Álvarez, Lina & Brendan Coolsaet. 2020. “Decolonizing Environmental Justice Studies: A Latin 
American Perspective.” Capitalism Nature Socialism 31(2): 50-69. 
https://doi.org/10.1080/10455752.2018.1558272 

Ambedkar, Bhimrao. R. 2014.  The Annihilation of Caste: The Annotated Critical Edition. 
London and New York: Verso. 

Arya, Sunaina. 2020. "Dalit or Brahmanical Patriarchy? Rethinking Indian Feminism." CASTE: 
A Global Journal on Social Exclusion 1(1):217–28. 

Auyero, Javier, and Debora Swistun. 2008. "The Social Production of Toxic Uncertainty." 
American Sociological Review 73(3): 357-379. 

Baviskar, Amita. 1995. In the Belly of the River: Tribal Conflicts over Development in the 
Narmada Valley. Delhi: Oxford University Press. 

Baviskar, Amita, and Vinay Gidwani. 2019. "The Lives of Waste and Pollution." Economic and 
Political Weekly 54(47):33-35. 

Bernstein, Henry. 2010. Class Dynamics of Agrarian Change. Halifax, NS: Fernwood 
Publishing. 

Besek, Jordan Fox, Erin E. Robinson, and Avery L. Rosenbloom. 2020. "Critical Environmental 
Justice Studies Through the Veil." Environmental Justice (2020). 
https://doi.org/10.1089/env.2020.0003.  

Bhimraj, M. 2020. "A Dalit Critique of Environmental Justice in India." Contemporary 
Environmental Concerns: Multi-Disciplinary Aspects of Environmental Law, pp. 89-120. 

about:blank
https://doi.org/10.1089/env.2020.0003


Bourdieu, Pierre, and Loïc Wacquant. 1999. "On the Cunning of Imperialist Reason." Theory, 
Culture & Society 16(1): 41-58. doi.org/10.1177/02632769901600100  

Bullard, Robert D. 2000. Dumping in Dixie: Race, Class, and Environmental Quality. Boulder, 
CO: Westview Press. 

Chakrabarty, Dipesh. 2000. Provincializing Europe: Postcolonial Thought and Historical 
Difference. Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press. 

Chakraborty, Debashis, D. Shyam Babu, and Manashi Chakravorty. 2006. "Atrocities on Dalits: 
What the District Level Data Say on Society-State Complicity." Economic and Political Weekly 
41(24): 2478-2481. 

Chakravarti, Anand. 2001. "Caste and Agrarian Class: A View from Bihar." Economic and 
Political Weekly 36(14-15):1449-1462. 

Chakravarti, Uma. 2003. "Caste and Gender: The Violence of Inequality." Economic and 
Political Weekly 38(14):1361-1366. 

Chhabria, Sheetal. 2023. "Where Does Caste Fit in a Global History of Racial Capitalism?" 
Historical Materialism 1:1-25. 

Das, Ritanjan. 2020. "Narratives of the Dispossessed and Casteless: Politics of Land and Caste in 
Rajarhat, West Bengal." Journal of Contemporary Asia 50(5):806-830. 

Dube, Shyam Charan.1990. Indian Society. New Delhi: National Book Trust. 

Dumont, Louis. 1980. Homo Hierarchicus: The Caste System and its Implications. University of 
Chicago: Chicago Press.  

Foster, John Bellamy. 1999. "Marx's Theory of Metabolic Rift: Classical Foundations for 
Environmental Sociology." American Journal of Sociology 105(2):366-405. 

Galt, Ryan E. 2008. "Beyond the Circle of Poison: Significant Shifts in the Global Pesticide 
Complex, 1976–2008." Global Environmental Change 18(4):786-799. 

Gidwani, Vinay K. 2008. Capital, Interrupted: Agrarian Development and the Politics of Work 
in India. Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press. 

Go, Julian. 2021. “Three Tensions in the Theory of Racial Capitalism.” Sociological 
Theory 39(1):38–47. doi: 10.1177/0735275120979822 

Gonzalez, Maria C. 2014. “An Ethics for Postcolonial Ethnography.” In Expressions of 
Ethnography: Novel Approaches to Qualitative Methods. SUNY Press. 

Guha, Ranajit. 1999. Elementary Aspects of Peasant Insurgency in Colonial India. Durham, NC: 
Duke University Press. 

about:blank


Guha, Ramachandra, and Joan Martínez Alier. 2013. Varieties of Environmentalism: Essays 
North and South. Routledge. 

Gupta, Dipankar. 2005. "Caste and Politics: Identity Over System." Annual Review of 
Anthropology 34:317- 341. 

Gupta, Pallavi. 2022. “Broomscapes: Racial Capitalism, Waste, and Caste in Indian Railway 
Stations.” Ethnic and Racial Studies 45(2):235–56. doi: 10.1080/01419870.2021.1964557. 

Guru, Gopal. 1995. "Dalit Women Talk Differently." Economic and Political Weekly 
30(43):2548-2550. 

Guru, Gopal. 2002. "How Egalitarian Are the Social Sciences in India?" Economic and Political 
Weekly 37(50):5003-5009. 

Guru, Gopal, and Sundar Sarukkai. 2012. The Cracked Mirror: An Indian Debate on Experience 
and Theory. New Delhi: Oxford University Press. 

Gorringe, Hugo. 2005. Untouchable Citizens: Dalit Movements and Democratization in Tamil 
Nadu. London: Sage Publications. 

Harrison, Jill Lindsey. 2023. "Environmental Justice and the State." Environment and Planning 
E: Nature and Space 6(4): 2740-2760. https://doi.org/10.1177/25148486221138736 

Holleman, Hannah. 2015. "Method in Ecological Marxism: Science and the Struggle for 
Change." Monthly Review 67(5):1. 

Hughes, Everett C. 1951. "Mistakes at Work." The Canadian Journal of Economics and Political 
Science 17(3):320–27. 

Jaffrelot, Christophe. 2003. India's Silent Revolution: The Rise of the Lower Castes in North 
India. India: Orient Blackswan. 

Jannuzi, F. Tomasson. 1974. Agrarian Crisis in India: The Case of Bihar. Austin: University of 
Texas Press. 

Jodhka, Surinder S. 2022. "Agrarian Studies and the Caste Conundrum." Agrarian South: 
Journal of Political Economy 11(1):14-36. 

Kabra, Asmita. 2020. "Caste in Stone? Exploring Caste and Class Dimensions of Conservation 
Displacement in Central India." Journal of Contemporary Asia 50(5):785-805. 

Kantor, Hayden S. 2020. "Locating the Farmer: Ideologies of Agricultural Labor in Bihar, 
India." Anthropology of Work Review 41(2):97-107. https://doi.org/10.1111/awr.12208 

Kapur, Devesh, Chandra Bhan Prasad, Lant Pritchett, and D. Shyam Babu. 2010. "Rethinking 
Inequality: Dalits in Uttar Pradesh in the Market Reform Era." Economic and Political Weekly 
45(35): 39-49. 

about:blank#con
https://doi.org/10.1111/awr.12208


Kennedy, Loraine. 2020. "The Politics of Land Acquisition in Haryana: Managing Dominant 
Caste Interests in the Name of Development." Journal of Contemporary Asia 50(5):743-760. 

Khan, Md Riyazuddin, Mohammad Imdadul Haque, Zeeshan, Noorsaba Khatoon, Isha Kaushik, 
and Karuna Shree. 2021. "Caste, Land Ownership and Agricultural Productivity in India: 
Evidence from a Large-Scale Survey of Farm Households." Development in Practice 31(4):421-
431. 

Kornberg, Dana. 2019. "From Balmikis to Bengalis: The ‘Casteification’ of Muslims in Delhi’s 
Informal Garbage Economy." Economic and Political Weekly 54(47):48-54. 

Kumar, Awanish. 2020. "B.R. Ambedkar on Caste and Land Relations in India." Review of 
Agrarian Studies 10(1). 

Kumar, Satendra. 2021. "Class, Caste and Agrarian Change: The Making of Farmers’ Protests." 
The Journal of Peasant Studies 48(7):1371-1379. 

Lerche, Jens. 1999. "Politics of the Poor: Agricultural Labourers and Political Transformations in 
Uttar Pradesh." The Journal of Peasant Studies 26(2-3):182-241. 

Lerche, Jens. 2021. "The Farm Laws Struggle 2020–2021: Class-Caste Alliances and Bypassed 
Agrarian Transition in Neoliberal India." The Journal of Peasant Studies 48(7):1380-1396. 

Lerche, Jens, and Alpa Shah. 2018. "Conjugated Oppression within Contemporary Capitalism: 
Class, Caste, Tribe, and Agrarian Change in India." The Journal of Peasant Studies 45(5-6):927-
949. 

Li, Tania Murray, and Pujo Semedi. 2021. Plantation Life: Corporate Occupation in Indonesia's 
Oil Palm Zone. Durham: Duke University Press. 

Luna, Jessie K. 2018. "Getting Out of the Dirt: Racialized Modernity and Environmental 
Inequality in the Cotton Sector of Burkina Faso." Environmental Sociology 4(2):221-234. 

Luna, Jessie K. 2020. "‘Pesticides Are Our Children Now’: Cultural Change and the 
Technological Treadmill in the Burkina Faso Cotton Sector." Agriculture and Human Values 
37(2):449-462. 

Mansfield, Becky, Marion Werner, Christian Berndt, Annie Shattuck, Ryan Galt, Bryan 
Williams, Lucía Argüelles, et al. 2024. "A New Critical Social Science Research Agenda on 
Pesticides." Agriculture and Human Values 41(2):395-412. 

Martinez-Alier, Joan, Leah Temper, Daniela Del Bene, and Arnim Scheidel. 2016. "Is There a 
Global Environmental Justice Movement?" Journal of Peasant Studies 43(3):731-755. 

Martinez-Alier, Joan. 2002. The Environmentalism of the Poor: A Study of Ecological Conflicts 
and Valuation. Cheltenham: Edward Elgar Publishing.  

McMichael, Philip. 1990. "Incorporating Comparison within a World-historical Perspective: An 
Alternative Comparative Method." American Sociological Review 55(3): 385-397. 



Mohai, Paul, David Pellow, and J. Timmons Roberts. 2009. "Environmental Justice." Annual 
Review of Environment and Resources 34:405-430. 

Mosse, David. 2018. “Caste and Development: Contemporary Perspectives on a Structure of 
Discrimination and Advantage.” World Development 110:422–36. 

Murphy, Michael Warren, George Weddington, and AJ Rio-Glick. 2021. "Black Ecology and 
Critical Environmental Justice." Environmental Justice 14(6):393-397. 
https://doi.org/10.1089/env.2021.0024.  

Narayan, Badri. 2011. The Making of the Dalit Public in North India: Uttar Pradesh,1950–
Present. New Delhi: Oxford University Press. 

Nielsen, Kenneth Bo, Siddharth Sareen, and Patrik Oskarsson. 2020. "The Politics of Caste in 
India’s New Land Wars." Journal of Contemporary Asia 50(5):684-695. 
doi:10.1080/00472336.2020.1728780. 

Nightingale, Andrea J. 2011. "Bounding Difference: Intersectionality and the Material 
Production of Gender, Caste, Class, and Environment in Nepal." Geoforum 42(2):153-162. 

Paik, Shailaja. 2014. Dalit Women's Education in Modern India: Double Discrimination. New 
York: Routledge. 

Pankaj, Ashok K., and Ajit Kumar Pandey, eds. 2019. Dalits, Subalternity and Social Change in 
India. New York: Routledge. 

Parayil, Govindan. 1996. "The Green Revolution and the Political Economy of Technological 
Change in India." Technology and Culture 37(4):696–723. 

Patel, Raj. 2009. "The Long Green Revolution." The Journal of Peasant Studies 36(3):639-670. 

Pellow, David N. 2016. “Toward a Critical Environmental Justice Studies.” Du Bois Review: 
Social Science Research on Race 13(2):221–36. doi: 10.1017/s1742058x1600014x. 

Pellow, David N. 2017. What is Critical Environmental Justice?. Cambridge, UK; Medford, 
MA: Polity Press. 

Pinch, William. 1987. "Opium and the Peasant in North India." Essays in History 30:37-59. 
https://doi.org/10.25894/eih.398. 

Prasad, Indulata. 2022. "Towards Dalit Ecologies." Environment and Society 13(1):98-120. 

Pulido, Laura, and Juan De Lara. 2018. “Reimagining ‘Justice’ in Environmental Justice: Radical 
Ecologies, Decolonial Thought, and the Black Radical Tradition.” Environment and Planning E: 
Nature and Space 1 (1–2): 76–98. 

Purucker, David. 2021. "Critical Environmental Justice and the State: A Critique of Pellow." 
Environmental Sociology 7(3):176-186. https://doi.org/10.1080/23251042.2021.1878575. 

https://doi.org/10.1089/env.2021.0024
about:blank
about:blank


Ramamurthy, Priti. 2011. "Rearticulating Caste: The Global Cottonseed Commodity Chain and 
the Paradox of Smallholder Capitalism in South India." Environment and Planning A 
43(5):1035-1056. 

Ranganathan, Malini. 2018. "Rule by Difference: Empire, Liberalism, and the Legacies of Urban 
‘Improvement’." Environment and Planning A: Economy and Space 50(7):1386-1406. 

Ranganathan, Malini. 2022a. "Towards a Political Ecology of Caste and the City." Journal of 
Urban Technology 29(1):135-143. 

Ranganathan, Malini. 2022b. “Caste, Racialization, and the Making of Environmental 
Unfreedoms in Urban India.” Ethnic and Racial Studies 45(2):257–77. doi: 
10.1080/01419870.2021.1933121. 
 
Rao, Anupama. 2009. The Caste Question: Dalits and the Politics of Modern India. Berkeley: 
University of California Press. 

Rege, Sharmila. 1998a. "Dalit Women Talk Differently: A Critique of 'Difference' and Towards 
a Dalit Feminist Standpoint Position." Economic and Political Weekly 33(44):WS39-WS46. 

Rege, Sharmila. 1998b. Writing Caste, Writing Gender: Narrating Dalit Women's Testimonies. 
New Delhi: Zubaan. 

Saldaña, Johnny. 2015. Coding Manual for Qualitative Researchers. 3rd ed. Los Angeles: SAGE 
Publications. 

Sengupta, N. 1982. "Agrarian Movements in Bihar." The Journal of Peasant Studies 9(3):15–39. 
https://doi.org/10.1080/03066158208438172. 

Sharma, Alakh N. 2005. "Agrarian Relations and Socio-Economic Change in Bihar." Economic 
and Political Weekly 40(10):960-972. 

Sharma, Mukul. 2017. Caste and Nature: Dalits and Indian Environmental Politics. New Delhi: 
Oxford University Press. 

Sharma, Mukul. 2019. "‘My World Is a Different World’: Caste and Dalit Eco-Literary 
Traditions." South Asia: Journal of South Asian Studies 42(6):1013-1030. 

Sharma, Mukul. 2022. "Caste, Environment Justice, and Intersectionality of Dalit–Black 
Ecologies." Environment and Society 13(1):78-97. 

Shattuck, Annie. 2021. "Generic, Growing, Green?: The Changing Political Economy of the 
Global Pesticide Complex." The Journal of Peasant Studies 48(2):231-253. 

Shiva, Vandana. 1991. The Violence of the Green Revolution: Third World Agriculture, Ecology, 
and Politics. Zed Books. 



Steinmetz, George. 2008. The Devil's Handwriting: Precoloniality and the German Colonial 
State in Qingdao, Samoa, and Southwest Africa. Chicago: University of Chicago Press. 

Truelove, Yaffa, and Kathleen O’Reilly. 2021. "Making India’s Cleanest City: Sanitation, 
Intersectionality, and Infrastructural Violence." Environment and Planning E: Nature and Space 
4(3):718-735. 

Van Maanen, John. 2011. Tales of the Field: On Writing Ethnography. Chicago: University of 
Chicago Press. 

Viswanath, Rupa. 2014. The Pariah Problem: Caste, Religion, and the Social in Modern India. 
New York: Columbia University Press. 

Werner, Marion, Christian Berndt, and Becky Mansfield. 2022. "The Glyphosate Assemblage: 
Herbicides, Uneven Development, and Chemical Geographies of Ubiquity." Annals of the 
American Association of Geographers 112(1):19-35. 

Waghmore, Suryakant. 2013. Civility Against Caste: Dalit Politics and Citizenship in Western 
India. India: Sage Publications. 

Wallerstein, Immanuel. 1974. The Modern World-System: Capitalist Agriculture and the Origins 
of the European World-Economy in the Sixteenth Century. New York: Academic Press. 

Williams, Glyn, and Emma Mawdsley. 2006. “Postcolonial Environmental Justice: Government 
and Governance in India.” Geoforum 37(5):660–70. doi: 10.1016/j.geoforum.2005.08.003. 

Yengde, Suraj. 2022. "Global Castes." Ethnic and Racial Studies 45(2): 340-360. 
doi.org/10.1080/01419870.2021.1924394 

York, Richard, and Brett Clark. 2006. "Marxism, Positivism, and Scientific Sociology: Social 
Gravity and Historicity." The Sociological Quarterly 47(3):425-450. 

Zarhani, Seyed Hossein. 2018. Governance and Development in India: A Comparative Study on 
Andhra Pradesh and Bihar After Liberalization. United Kingdom: Taylor & Francis. 

 

 

about:blank

