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1 Introduction

Land is the most important means of production for agricultural households. Land
ownership facilitates access to other productive assets, determines the investment
and risk-taking capacity of households, and shapes the overall balance of power
in the village. Along with increasing the asset base and earnings from cultivation,
which directly contributes to the accumulating potential of a household, ownership
of land has wider implications for the accumulation process through prospective
commercial use for non-agrarian accumulation. Ownership of land also acts as a
necessary collateral for rural households and enables access to formal-sector credit.
Thus, an understanding of how land is owned and operated and how it is bought
and sold is crucial to the study of agrarian structure as well as to understanding the
dynamics of agrarian transformation. This article proposes to add to the present
understanding of agrarian structure in rural India by offering insights on land
structure, tenancy relations, the land lease market and land market transactions
based on a village study conducted in Madhya Pradesh, a state in central India that
has remained largely unexplored by scholars studying agrarian transition.

The distribution of landholdings in rural India is characterised by a predomin-
ance of small holdings and high landlessness (Basole and Basu 2011; Rawal 2013;
Yadu and Satheesha 2016). NSS data on ownership and operational holdings show
an increase in the share of marginal holdings from 69.63 per cent in 2002-03 to
75.42 per cent in 2012-13. Such small holdings are associated with an increase in
rural households’ dependence on wage labour and non-farm employment (Rawal
2014; Tyagi and Himanshu 2011).

The extreme inequality in ownership and operational holding of land in India
has been captured in the literature through both macro data and micro level
studies. Analysing NSS data, Rawal (2008) found an increase in inequality in the
land cultivated by households between 1987–88 and 2011–12. Similarly, Sarma,
Saha, and Jayakumar (2017) found an overall increase in asset inequality in rural
India between 1991–92 and 2012–13, mainly driven by the rise in inequality in
ownership of land and livestock.1 Village studies across different states have found
evidence of the prevalence of high inequality in ownership and operational holdings
(Mishra 2011; Ramachandran, Rawal, and Swaminathan 2010; Ramakumar 2012;
Swaminathan and Rawal 2015). Further, an important feature of the distribution
of agricultural land in rural India is the exclusion of socially disadvantaged
groups, especially Dalits and scheduled tribes, from land ownership (Bakshi 2008;
Ramachandran, Rawal, and Swaminathan 2010; Ramakumar 2012). This unequal
distribution of land, in some measure, points to continuing peasant differentiation
in the countryside (D’ Costa and Chakraborty 2017).

Tenancy remains an important aspect of agricultural production in India but for
the most part it is informal and unregulated. There is a prevalence of multiple types

I would like to thank Vikas Rawal and Jesim Pais for detailed comments on the paper; Sonal
AnnD’souza for helpingme frame this research; Anshu Saluja for sharing constructive inputs
during the writing process; Ashwitha Jayakumar for copy editing; and most importantly,
the residents of Aavli who reposed their faith in me and spared the time for detailed
conversations. Any errors attributable to the work are mine alone.
1It needs to be kept in mind that NSS and other large data sets usually suffer from
underreporting of land and other assets by large landowners, resulting in lower estimates
of inequality.
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of tenurial contracts in different parts of the country (Mishra 2011; Sarap 1998;
Shrivastava 1989), but an increasing shift towards fixed-rent cash contracts has been
observed in the last decade (Bansal, Usami, and Rawal 2019). This is significant,
as fixed-rent cash contracts have, in some cases, been observed to weaken land
markets, as the prevalence of such tenancy contracts gives leeway to the landowners
by providing them a means of finance (Sarap 1998).

In the light of these key insights from the literature, this article examines land
relations in in the village of Aavli in the Hoshangabad district of Madhya Pradesh2.
It draws upon data on the socio-economic profile of households, asset ownership,
tenancy, and sources of household income collected via a census-type survey in
2018–19.

2 The Study Area

Madhya Pradesh is primarily an agricultural state: one third of its Gross State
Domestic Product comes from this sector, half of the state’s area is used for
cultivation and seventy per cent of the total workers and eighty-five per cent
of rural workers depend on agriculture for their livelihoods (Madhya Pradesh
Agriculture Economic Survey 2016). Even though the state of Madhya Pradesh
has been identified as one of the most backward states in the country in terms
of both economic and social indicators, parts of the state have nonetheless shown
tremendous agrarian growth in the last decade. However, this has also been
accompanied by a drastic increase in the number of farmer suicides,3 incidents
of dumping of produce on the highways and in front of collectors’ offices by
farmers due to a sharp decline in prices, and farmer agitations at frequent intervals.⁴
This contradiction between double digit growth rates and protesting farmers
points to high levels of inequality and a specific regional trajectory of agrarian
transformation.

Lying on the southern bank of the riverNarmada,Hoshangabad is one of central
India’s largest wheat-producing districts. It was also part of the soyabean boom
in the 1980s and has witnessed a rapid increase in paddy production in the last
decade. The village of Aavli lies on the state highway and is well connected to large
cities like Hoshangabad, Itarsi and Bhopal, the state capital. There are frequent
buses, one every half an hour, connecting the village to Hoshangabad city. With
the construction of a dam in 1974 on the river Tawa, which is a tributary of the
river Narmada, and the advent of canal irrigation in the Narmada Valley region,
the cropping pattern in this village and its surroundings has changed from a single
annual crop to three crops per agricultural year.⁵ In 2018-19 in Aavli, wheat was

2In order to safeguard the identity and ensure the privacy of the residents of the village, the
name of the village has been altered.
3According to National Crime Bureau data, 1,982 farmers and farm labourers committed
suicide in the state in one year from February 2016 to mid-February.
⁴In June 2017, a clash between the police and farmers resulted in police firing on and killing
ten farmers in Mandsaur district, Madhya Pradesh.
⁵There is another important social aspect of the Tawa dam. Both its main canals have been
designed in such a way that all their branches and channels flow northward along the
river’s slope. But, to the south of the two canals, there are many villages with a large tribal
population that have been deprived of the benefits of irrigation, in spite of their proximity
to the dam (Sunil 2013). However, this village study was conducted with the intention of
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Table 1: Distribution of households and ownership holding of land across
social groups, Aavli, 2018–19
Social
group

Number of
Households

Percentage
of

households

Percentage
of land
owned

Access
Index

Landless
households

as
percentage

of all
households

Yadav 100 34.0 14.0 0.4 35.0
Sahu 21 7.1 9.5 1.3 19.1
Muslims 8 2.7 0.9 0.4 50.0
Other OBC 40 13.6 3.2 0.2 67.5
SC 25 8.5 0.8 0.1 88.0
ST 4 1.4 0.0 0.0 100.0
Rajputs 85 28.9 61.1 2.1 1.2
Brahmins 8 2.7 4.1 1.5 25.0
Others 3 1.0 6.4 6.3 33.3
All 294 100.0 100.0 1.0 34.0

Source: Survey data.

cultivated on ninety-five per cent of operational holdings during the rabi season,
while soyabean and paddy were the main crops grown during the kharif season and
around forty-seven per cent of cultivating households also grew moong as a bridge
crop in the summer months. Sixty-one per cent of village households were engaged
in cultivation. Around twenty-nine per cent of households derived their income
from casual wage labour either in agriculture in the village and its surroundings or
in the non-farm sector in Hoshangabad city.⁶

There were 294 households in Aavli. Yadavs and Rajputs were the numerically
dominant castes: 100 households belonged to the Yadav caste, which is officially
classified as Other Backward Class (OBC) in Madhya Pradesh, and eighty-five
households were Rajput. Twenty-one households belonged to the Sahu caste (which
is also classified as OBC in Madhya Pradesh and whose traditional occupation
is business). There were eight Muslim households in the village, eight Brahmin
households, twenty-five Dalit households, and four households whose members
belonged to Scheduled Tribes. The remaining the households belong to various
OBC castes. In total, around fifty-eight per cent of households in Aavli fell in the
OBC category (Table 1).

studying the dynamics and patterns of agrarian accumulation in a region, which lies in the
northern side of the canal and could thus harness the benefits of irrigation from the Tawa
dam.
⁶The majority of manual workers from Aavli travel to Hoshangabad city to work in
construction or in the city’s supermarkets, locally called ‘malls’.
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3 Inequality in access to land

About sixty-six per cent of households in Aavli owned agricultural land but the
ownership of land was highly unequal.⁷ The Gini coefficient of ownership of land
in the village was 0.581. As shown in Table 1, land was concentrated in the hands
of Rajputs; their share of the total landholdings was around sixty-one per cent.
Yadavs, who were numerically the largest caste group in the village, owned only
about fourteen per cent of the total land. Though a numerically small caste group,
Sahus have been increasing their share of land ownership in the village and owned
around 9.5 per cent of the land when this survey was carried out. Table 1 also shows
the access index of land, i.e., the ratio of the share of a group in total land to the share
of the group in the population, for different social groups. An access index greater
than one shows that the share of the group in total assets is more than its share
in population. Rajputs, Brahmins and Sahus had an access index greater than one
(Table 1), showing their disproportionately high share in the ownership of land.
An access index of near zero for SC and ST households points to their economic
backwardness.

The largest landowner in the village was the erstwhilemalguzar’s grandson.⁸ He
owned 100 acres of land in this village, along with seventy acres in a nearby village.
Originally from Calcutta, his great-grandfather moved to Hoshangabad, also lying
in the erstwhile Central Provinces, and acquired the malguzari of two villages in
Hoshagabad. They are an upper-caste household that does not belong to any of the
commonly found caste groups in this region owing to their roots in the state ofWest
Bengal. On account of this, I have classified them as ‘others’ here. The classification
of this household as ‘others’ is the reason why the access index of land for this social
group was so high.

Most of the lands owned by Muslims are concentrated in and around Bhopal,
a former princely state ruled by a dynasty of Muslim rulers. It is unusual to find
Muslim households in villages that own and operate large landholdings in other
districts of Madhya Pradesh. Muslims in other parts of the state have traditionally
been self-employed as mechanics, tailors, and fruit vendors, and this pattern is
still prevalent. However, one of the largest operational holdings in Aavli belonged
to a Muslim household. The patriarch owned around sixteen acres land and
took another eighty acres land on lease from a temple trust in the nearby village.

⁷Agricultural lands owned by a household largely tend to be in small pieces, which, although
they might be adjacent can fall in the territory of different villages. Thus, we take the sum
of land owned by village households both within and outside the village’s borders to be the
total land owned.
⁸Hoshangabad was a part of the Central Provinces of British India. Under the land revenue
settlement of the Central Provinces, the malguzar functioned as the middleman between
the government and the cultivators and the position was conferred by grant. In Powell’s
words: the malguzar or the middleman ‘is, more or less fully, the proprietor and holds the
Settlement’ (Powell 1907: 150). In the mid-nineteenth century, these malguzars were hit
hard. A ‘combination of high assessments [of revenue], coercion and failing seasons’ pushed
many of them into severe indebtedness. These cumulative pressures brought about ‘constant
transfer of malguzari leases’ in the Narmada valley. ‘In the region as a whole, 25% of all
villages changed hands for indebtedness between I834 and 1863.’ The chief beneficiaries of
this were the new capitalists and moneylenders who were able to acquire a large number
of transferred malguzari leases (Baker 1991: 517-19). It is likely that malguzari of Aavli
changed hands in a similar fashion.
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After his death, the household’s land was divided among four co-sharers, resulting
in four households each owing four acres land. However, the son of the eldest
brother continues to lease eighty acres of land from the temple trust, such that his
operational holdings amounted to eighty-four acres.

3.1 Landlessness

Landlessness in rural India is closely tied to livelihood insecurity, economic
vulnerability, and poverty. It both stems from and strengthens existing power
hierarchies and inequities.

Around thirty-four per cent of households in Aavli owned no agricultural land.
Most of these households lived in an extension of themain village, called the ‘colony’
by the villagers. Houses in the colony were far more congested than those in
the main village and were located on the side of a muddy lane that is frequently
flooded because of lack of drainage facilities.⁹ Before this land was allocated to the
households that presently occupy it, it was used by the villagers as a garbage dump.
As one of the residents complained, “The revenue inspector told us that we can
build homes here. This used to be a garbage dump and this land was useless. We
had to clean it ourselves and then we built our houses here”. Initially, the colony
was largely made up of Scheduled Caste, Scheduled Tribe, and Muslim households.
However, as families have expanded, several economically weaker Yadav and Rajput
households have also moved to the colony from their parental homes.

Landlessness as an economic characteristic tends to get passed on to the next
generation due to the inability of landless households to undertake the investments
required to give their household incomes and asset ownership any kind of major
boost. Most landless households trace this deprivation through generations.

The spread of landlessness was highly uneven across various social groups.
All four Scheduled Tribe households and twenty-two out of twenty-five Scheduled
Caste households in the village were landless. Among the prominent caste groups in
the village, landlessnesswas least prevalent among theRajputs and the Sahus. Out of
the eighty-five Rajput households in the village, only one household was landless;
this household sold their agricultural land a few years ago to repay accumulated
debts. Four out of twenty-one Sahu households were landless whereas thirty-five
out of 100 Yadav households were landless. Also, since the majority of Yadav and
Sahu households owned some land, landless households in these social groups
fared better compared to others who were landless due to caste-based solidarities
in some social and economic negotiations. Two out of eight Brahmin households
ownedno agricultural land. However, thesewere salaried households andhad stable
incomes. In fact, these households held high economic status even among the large
landowners in the village because of high incomes from government jobs.

Similar to the distribution of land, landlessness inAavli was also associatedwith
social disparities.1⁰

⁹This is in contrast to the village, where roads were built in 2015 under the Gram Sadak Yojna
of the central government.
1⁰Similar evidence showing a correspondence between social status and landownership
emerges from field studies in Andhra Pradesh (Ramachandran, Rawal and Swaminathan
2010), Orissa (Mishra 2011), Maharashtra (Ramakumar 2012) and Rajasthan (Swam-
inathan and Rawal 2015).
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Table 2: Distribution of ownership holdings of land, by size class of holding,
2018–19
Size class of own-
ership holding

Percentage of
households

Percentage of
ownership
holding

Average size of
ownership

holding in acres
Landless 34.0 0.0 0.0
Up to 2.5 acres 25.5 8.3 1.7
2.5-5 acres 15.3 11.3 3.9
5-10 acres 11.9 17.6 7.9
10-25 acres 10.2 30.0 16.4
More than 25
acres

3.1 33.2 52.8

All households 100.0 100.0 5.4

Source: Survey data.

3.2 Inequality in ownership of land

Land ownership across classes based on the size of ownership was characterised by
the small size of the majority of holdings and high inequality in the distribution
of land (Table 2). One-fourth of all village households owned holdings less than
2.5 acres in size and another fifteen per cent owned small holdings of between 2.5
acres and less than five acres. Thus, forty-one per cent of households had holdings
smaller than five acres in size and their share in total land owned was less than
twenty per cent. Around twenty-two per cent of households owned holdings of
between five acres and twenty-five acres and accounted for almost fifty per cent of
the total land ownership. The ten largest land-owning households made up three
per cent of the total number of farmers and had a thirty-three per cent share in the
total landownership. Among these ten households, the lowest holding was thirty
acres and the largest was 100 acres. In comparison, for the state of Madhya Pradesh
as a whole, about sixty-five per cent of farmers owned less than 2.5 acres of land and
accounted for only 17.5 per cent of land owned; only one per cent of farmers owned
more than twenty-five acres but they accounted for thirteen per cent of total land
ownership (NSSO2013). A comparison of the distribution of ownership holdings in
the village with the NSS data pertaining to the distribution of operational holdings
in Madhya Pradesh shows that:

1. the proportion of marginal farmers in the village was lower than that in the
state but the proportion of landless households was much higher, and

2. the concentration of ownership holdings with large farmers owning more
than twenty-five acres in the village was much higher than the state average.

Inequality in ownership holdings comes into sharper focus by comparing the
average size of ownership across various size classes. For the smallest class, this
value was 1.73 acres and went up to 52.80 acres for the biggest class.

Of the largest landowners in the village, i.e., the ten households that owned
more than twenty-five acres, seven were Rajput households, two were Sahu
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Table 3: Distribution of operational holdings of land, by size class of
operational holding, 2018–19
Size class of opera-
tional holding

Proportion of
households

Proportion of
operational
holding

Average size of
operational
holding

Landless 39.1 0.0 0.0
Up to 2.5 acres 21.4 6.0 1.8
2.5-5 acres 11.9 7.2 4.0
5-10 acres 12.2 14.8 8.0
10-25 acres 8.8 22.2 16.6
More than 25
acres

6.5 49.9 51.0

All households 100.0 100.0 6.6

Source: Survey data.

households and one was the household of the erstwhile malguzar. With the
exception of the latter, the others had all added to their landholdings in the last
five years.

Further, sixty per cent of Rajput households owned more than five acres of
agricultural land whereas only twenty-four per cent of Yadav households owned
more than five acres. Around forty per cent of Yadav households owned holdings
less than 2.5 acres in size. In fact, Yadav households constituted fifty per cent of
the farmers owning and operating holdings smaller than 2.5 acres in the village and
no Yadav household owned more than twenty-five acres. Thirty per cent of Sahu
households owned landholdings more than five acres in size and around thirty per
cent owned holdings between 2.5 acres and five acres in size.

3.3 Distribution of operational holdings

Inequality in the distribution of operational holdings in the village was even higher
than inequality in land ownership, indicating that landowning households were
further leasing in land. The Gini coefficient of operational holdings in the village
was 0.608. Even though sixty-six per cent of households owned agricultural land,
land was operated by only sixty-one per cent of village households. Around a third
of village households operated holdings less than five acres in size and accounted
for only thirteen per cent of the total operational holdings. Around 6.5 per cent
of village households operated holdings more than twenty-five acres in size; these
households operated almost fifty per cent of the land. The largest operational
holding was eighty-nine acres and it belonged to a single household that owned
twenty acres and leased in the rest of the land. The average size for the smallest size
class was 1.83 acres and was around fifty-one acres for the biggest size class.
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Table 4: Extent of leasing in and leasing out land, Aavli, 2018–19
Indicator Per cent
Land leased in as a proportion of total operational holdings 28.8
Tenant households as a proportion of all households 12.9
Tenant households as a proportion of all cultivator households 21.2
Land leased out as a proportion of total ownership holdings 7.4
Lessor households as a proportion of all households 7.5
Lessor households as a proportion of all landholding households 11.3

Note: These data are for the agricultural year starting with the kharif crop in 2018.
Source: Survey data.

4 Tenancy

In 2018–19, fifty-eight households entered into tenurial contracts in Aavli. Around
twenty-nine per cent of operational holdings were leased in and 7.5 per cent of
ownership holdings were leased out. Thirteen per cent of households leased in land
whereas 7.5 per cent households leased out land (Table 4).

There were two kinds of tenurial agreements in the village: fixed tenancy in
cash or cash rent and shared tenancy. The latter had been on the decline over the
past two decades, and only five households in the village leased in land on a shared
tenancy basis in 2018–19.

4.1 Fixed tenancy in cash

Fixed tenancy in cash or cash rent, locally known as sikmi/khot, was the predom-
inant type of tenurial agreement in the village and its surroundings. The land was
leased in for one year and a fixed rent was paid at the beginning of the contract. All
decisions regarding cultivation, including the choice of crop, rested with the lessee.
Usually, the terms of the contract were decided in the month of May and notarised
on a sheet of stamp paper. As most farmers in the village sold their wheat to the
state government agencies, notarised contracts were crucial to be able to register
to sell produce at the minimum support price (MSP) to the state government. The
contract began from the month of June, and covered the kharif crop, the next rabi
crop and the following short duration summer crop. A few households were found
to have leased out land for either the kharif season or the summer months because
they were unwilling to invest in growing paddy or moong, but the annual lease was
the most prevalent tenurial arrangement in the village.

The price of sikmi land in the village ranged between 15,000 and 20,000 rupees
per acre, but in a couple of cases the price was as high as 25,000 rupees per acre. For
plots of land that did not have tube wells and bunds for cultivating paddy, the price
hovered around 15,000 rupees per acre. Land that was properly levelled, had bunds
prepared for paddy cultivation and had access to tubewell irrigation was rented out
for 20,000 rupees per acre for one year. In some cases, the rents were slightly lower
because the land was leased to a kin.
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Table 5: Distribution of leased-in land across size classes of operational
holdings of tenants, Aavli, 2018–19 (per cent)
Size class of operational holding Land leased in
Landless 0.0
Up to 2.5 acres 1.7
2.5-5 acres 4.3
5-10 acres 6.8
10-25 acres 11.6
More than 25 acres 75.6

Source: Survey data.

4.2 Shared tenancy

Share tenancy, locally known as batai, was the other form of tenurial contract
prevalent in the village. In this type of agreement, both the cost and the output
were shared between the two parties. Expenditure incurred on seeds, fertilisers,
irrigation, and harvesting was shared equally whereas all other expenditure,
including the cost of using manual and machine labour, was paid by the tenant.
All small repairs had to be managed by the tenant but any capital expenditure, for
example in laying of new pipes or installation of a new motor, was done by the
landowner. The produce was shared equally between the landowner and the tenant,
either in the form of the output or in value terms, as agreed by the parties at the
start of the contract. The incidence of Batai contracts has been on the decline in the
village.

4.3 Profile of lessees

As shown in Table 5, farmers who operatedmore than twenty-five acres of landwho
accounted for three-fourths of the land leased in. The smallest farmers, that is, those
who operated less than 2.5 acres, mostly cultivated their own land. Of the total land
area leased in, less than five per cent was leased in by those who operated between
2.5 and fives acres land.

Table 6 shows the social composition of households involved in the land lease
market as lessees. About forty per cent of households that leased in land were
Rajput and around twenty-nine per cent were Yadav. Of the total land area leased
in, around forty-two per cent was leased in by Rajput households and thirty-three
per cent by Yadav households. One of theMuslim households, asmentioned earlier,
was among the largest lessees, leasing in eighty acres. Scheduled Tribe households
in the village, which are all landless, had not leased in land. Similarly, none of the
Scheduled Caste households had leased in land.

4.4 Profile of lessors

In 2018–19, twenty-three households leased out land. As shown in Table 7, farmers
who owned between 2.5 acres and ten acres accounted for around forty per cent
of the land leased out. The household of the erstwhile malguzar was the largest
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Table 6: Distribution of leased-in land across social groups of tenants, Aavli,
2018–19
Social group Number of tenant households Area leased in

Number Per cent Acres Per cent
Yadav 11 29.0 183.0 32.8
Sahu 3 7.9 23.0 4.1
Muslims 1 2.6 80.0 14.3
Other OBC 4 10.5 27.5 4.9
SC 0 0.0 0.0 0.0
ST 0 0.0 0.0 0.0
Rajputs 15 39.5 234.0 41.9
Brahmins 3 7.9 8.5 1.5
Others 1 2.6 2.5 0.5
All 38 100.0 558.5 100.0

Source: Survey data.

Table 7: Distribution of land leased out across size classes of ownership
holdings of lessors, Aavli, 2018–19 (per cent)
Size class of ownership holding Land leased out
Landless 0.0
Up to 2.5 acres 10.5
2.5-5 acres 20.9
5-10 acres 20.5
10-25 acres 9.3
More than 25 acres 38.8

Source: Survey data.

lessor. The only grandson inherited around 170 acres, out of which 100 acres were
in this village. As he was the only adult male member of the family, he was unable
to supervise cultivation of the entire holding and leased out fifty acres. This one
household accounted for thirty-nine per cent of the total land leased out.

Table 8 shows the social composition of the households involved in the land
leasemarket as lessors. Seven Rajput households and six Yadav households together
formed about sixty per cent of all households leasing out land and thirty per cent of
all land leased out. Household of the erstwhile malguzar, which doesn’t belong to
any of the major castes present in the village and has been classified in the group of
“Other castes”, has the largest share in the land leased out.
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Table 8: Distribution of leased-out land across social groups of lessors, Aavli,
2018–19
Social group Number of lessor households Area leased out

Number Per cent Acres Per cent
Yadav 6 26.1 14.5 11.2
Sahu 3 13.0 6.5 5.0
Muslims 1 4.4 3.0 2.3
Other OBC 1 4.4 2.0 1.6
SC 1 4.4 5.0 3.9
ST 0 0.0 0.0 0.0
Rajputs 7 30.4 28.0 21.7
Brahmins 3 13.0 20.0 15.5
Others 1 4.4 50.0 38.8
All 23 100.0 129.0 100.0

Source: Survey data.

4.5 Reasons behind the popularity of fixed tenancy in cash

Since the 1980s, the village has seen a decline in incidence of batai and an increase
in tenancy under fixed-rent contracts. There are several reasons for this shift.

First, the lessors prefer it because a fixed cash rent paid in advance does away
with the need to keep detailed accounts or share risks with tenants. As explained by
a farmer who owned and operated seventy acres of land,

In my father’s generation, batai was practised, but now, batai is no
longer in use. Now, sikmi has become the norm. Under batai, one
had to repeatedly tally the accounts with tenants — now, the cost is so
high that one deems it better to fetch the money in one go, instead of
making repeated bids to collect it. This money can then be invested
somewhere.

Secondly, the system of cost sharing under batai was prone to disagreements
between the lessors and the tenants. This became particularly problematic because
of a large increase in the cost of production in recent years. It was complicated for
the two parties to come to a mutual agreement on the level of input use and there
was usually a feeling of mistrust regarding the tenant trying to reduce his share of
the cost. Flagging this underlying tension, a young farmer, who leased in land under
both kinds of agreements, stated that, “Under Batai, the two parties are unable to
reach an agreement. Who will decide the right amount of fertiliser and when to use
it?”

With fixed rent contracts, lessors were able to avoid the risks of cultivation,
locking their money in the cost of production, and the accompanying hassle.

Thirdly, with expansion of irrigation, the village land became double and triple
cropped. Availability of canal irrigation since 1974 and expansion of tubewell
irrigationmore recently helped reduce variability of yields of wheat and paddy, thus
reducing risks in agricultural production. These changes attracted relatively affluent
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households into the tenancy markets as a way of expanding their operational
holding. With an increasing share of land being leased in by large landowners, who
were able to pay cash rents in advance and did not need to share risks with lessors,
fixed rents came to be favoured by tenants as well. One of the large farmers from
the village who leased in land under both types of contracts compared the two as
follows: “The practice of batai is such that we put in our labour and cultivate for
others. Why should we give the produce to anyone else? Instead, we can pay up
once a year”.

The few remaining instances of shared tenancy contracts in the village involved
parties who have been dealing with each other for decades. Mutual trust was key to
these contracts.

Reverse tenancy – contracts in which small landowners leased out their lands to
large landowners – was not prevalent in the village. Due to the availability of canal
irrigation and an assured minimum support price for wheat, small landowning
households preferred to cultivate wheat during the rabi season instead of leasing
out their land.

5 Landmarket

Based on data collected during interactions with the village residents, the main
buyers in the land market in Aavli were households that owned around forty to
fifty acres. They were counted as large landowners in the village and continue to
frequently buy land in small pieces. In fact, several of them reported buying small
plots of land every two or three years. The main reason, according to the eldest son
of one of the largest landowners, was the division of land between the sons of the
household:

In my grandfather’s generation, our family’s land got divided between
two brothers. Then my father was the only brother. He inherited fifty
acres of land and was the sole owner of fifty acres. Now we three
brothers are cultivators of fifteen acres each, but our sonswill have only
7.5 acres each to cultivate. Then, they will fall in the rank of labourers.
A cultivator of six to seven acres in the village is essentially a labourer.
So, we have to purchase land.

Income from cultivation continued to be themajor source of livelihood for large
landowners in the village. Although division of land in the process of inheritance
from one generation to the next resulted in fragmentation of ownership holdings,
this was compensated by buying more land.

Land purchases in the last few years had been carried out by individuals using
their own finances; no household has bought land on credit. Almost all households
that bought land in the last twenty years belonged to the Rajput, Sahu or Brahmin
castes. No landless or small peasant household had been able to buy land, and
through that achieved upward class mobility.

Sarap (1988) classifies the reasons for selling land as follows: for consumption
purposes, in which he includes the repayment of debt and other household
expenditure, for marriage purposes, medical purposes, and investment purposes.
He finds that “a majority of land sale transactions in the village [a village in Orissa]
was due to distress sales”. In Aavli, the sellers of land mainly came from three kinds
of households:
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1. Households whose annual expenditure had been far in excess of their annual
income over several years. In these cases, the accumulated debt of the
households was much larger than what they could repay from their existing
sources of income and that pushed the households to sell their land.

2. Households that were in need of a substantial sum of money, much higher
than what can be managed by leasing out land. Such households ended up
selling their agricultural land to meet such needs.

3. Households that sold a smaller plot of more expensive land near the main
road to buy a larger plots of land in the interior of the village. Households
did this to increase the size of their operational holdings. This has been
made possible due to large differences in the price of land within the village
depending on the availability of canal irrigation and proximity to the main
road.

The land market in the village has seen four to five transactions per year in the
last twenty years. Data relating to land transactions in the period 2000–2018 have
been collected from the records of the patwari11 and was verified with the help of
the village kotwar.12 Table 9 summarises information on land sales and purchases
in Aavli obtained from the village land revenue officer. More detailed information
regarding purchases of land in the last five years was also collected as part of the
primary survey. During 2001–2018, therewere seventy-eight transactions involving
the sale or purchase of land in Aavli, but not all were made by the residents of the
village. Several transactions involved residents buying land in adjacent villages, but
owing to the unavailability of complete data on land transactions outside the village,
only data pertaining to Aavli are presented in Table 9.

Out of the 120.43 acres transacted in the land market, around 88.89 acres were
sold by the current residents of Aavli. This difference has arisen as some of the
land is owned by families who have migrated to Hoshangabad as well as several
households from neighbouring villages. 81.26 acres of the land which was put up
for sale was purchased by village residents during 2001–2018. However, several
large farmers have purchased land in nearby villages over the years. Hence, the
total amount of land bought by the residents of Aavli is likely to be significantly
more than the amount indicated in Table 9.

5.1 Land Prices in Aavli

According to Rajshekhar (2013), land markets in rural India have, after a period of
being ’comatose’, seen a massive ’climb in farmland prices’ in the last two decades
owing to construction of highways, urbanisation and speculative investments. The
eldest son of one of the largest landowning households in the village explained the
change in the land prices in this decade in the following words,

This stretch of farmland that we just purchased in 2013, its owner had
come to our residence ten years ago, in order to sell it for one lakh

11The patwari is a functionary at the village level and serves as a critical link in the structure
of revenue administration. The patwari is tasked with keeping records for a village or group
of villages.

12The kotwar is the lowest-ranking functionary in the village, working under the supervision
of the revenue and police departments of the state government.
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Table 9: Registered transactions of sale and purchase of land in Aavli, 2001-
2018 (number and acres)
Year No of

transactions
Total land
bought and

sold

Land sold by
residents of

Aavli

Land bought
by residents of

Aavli
2001-02 5 9.2 3.3 4.7
2002-03 2 2.2 2.2 0.2
2003-04 7 8.4 7.4 6.4
2004-05 4 10.0 5.7 3.7
2005-06 9 27.1 19.5 21.9
2006-07 2 1.9 1.9 1.9
2007-08 9 21.3 19.3 13.7
2008-09 5 5.2 4.2 4.2
2009-10 0 0.0 0.0 0.0
2010-11 1 1.0 0.0 0.0
2011-12 7 4.4 4.1 4.1
2012-13 6 4.3 2.9 4.2
2013-14 3 8.8 7.8 7.8
2014-15 6 6.1 4.2 1.0
2015-16 2 0.5 0.5 0.1
2016-17 4 4.2 2.2 2.2
2017-18 6 5.7 3.7 5.3
Total 78 120.4 88.9 81.3

Note Thedata include transactions of village land. Land sold and bought by residents of Aavli
outside the village is not included.

Source: Official records of the village land revenue officer (patwari).

rupees. We quoted ninety thousand rupees, but he refused and sold it
to someone else. The person who bought it for one lakh sold it to us
in 2018 for ten lakhs.

Agricultural land adjacent to the main road is the most sought-after owing to
road connectivity and the potential for commercial use. Around the year 2000,
land here was priced at four to five lakh rupees per acre. In 2018–19, the price was
twenty-five lakh rupees per acre. The price of land and in the interior part of the
village, which is not properly accessible to four-wheelers, increased from two lakh
rupees per acre in the year 2000 to ten lakh rupees per acre in 2018–19.

The acquisition of land for a large textile plant in 2008 in the vicinity of the
village as well as land purchases by large construction business groups from Bhopal
and Indore on the outskirts of Hoshangabad city as part of a boom in the real
estate sector in small Indian cities have resulted in the speedy upward movement
of prices. Another reason behind the price rise cited by large landowners who have
bought land recently is the shortage of sellers in themarket owing to a change in the
cropping pattern. The improvement in the yield of wheat due to canal irrigation, the
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introduction of the soya bean, andmore recently, paddy as a kharif crop andmoong
as a bridge crop during the summer months have all augmented potential income
from land.

In 2018–19, land prices in the village ranged from seven lakh rupees per acre
to twenty-five lakh rupees per acre. Agricultural land in the village can be broadly
categorised into seven types based on market price.

Type 1: Land in the interior of the village, at the tail end of the canal and without
functional tubewells was priced the lowest (Rupees seven to eight lakhs per
acre) as it was not suitable for growing crops like paddy ormoong. Also, plots
that get submerged during the monsoon fall into this price category.

Type 2: This includes land located in the interior of the village that was irrigated by
the Tawa canal. In some of these plots, water for irrigation needsd to be lifted
from the canal using diesel pumps. Such plots were typically priced at about
Rupees ten lakhs per acre.

Types 3, 4, 5 and 6: Theprice of land in these categories ranged fromRupees twelve
to twenty-two lakhs, with the price being determined by the availability of
tubewells (useful for paddy andmoong cultivation), whether paddy could be
grown on the land,13 distance from the main road, and whether it could be
easily reached using four-wheeled vehicles. Type 3 land was priced at around
Rupees twelve lakhs per acre, Type 4 between Rupees fifteen and sixteen
lakhs per acre, Type 5 at around Rupees eighteen lakhs per acre and Type
6 at Rupees twenty to twenty-two lakhs per acre.

Type 7: As the village was on the state highway, the most expensive land in the
village was that which lies on the main road. Such plots were also well
irrigated by the canal and three crops were grown on them in a year. In some
of the recent transactions involving parcels of such land, the price was set at
Rupees twenty-five lakhs per acre. Proximity to main road meant that these
plots could be potentially used for commercial purposes; this was a major
determinant of high prices of such plots. Even though the land continued
to be used for agriculture, owners had identified various ways in which their
land could be turned to commercial use, including the construction of large
warehouses, marriage halls, and petrol stations. One household in the village
had applied for a license for setting up a petrol pump on a plot adjacent to
the state highway.

Distribution of total land owned by households in Aavli across different types
of land is provided in Table 10.

Only two per cent of land in the village was of Type 1 and 7.60 per cent of
land was of Type 2. These together make up the lowest end of the price spectrum
(between Rupees seven and ten lakhs per acre). Around ten per cent of the
agricultural land in the village was Type 7 (the most expensive at Rupees twenty-
five lakhs per acre) and 13.75 per cent land was Type 6 (between Rupees twenty and
twenty-two lakhs per acre). A quarter of the land was Type 3 and twenty-nine per
cent of the land was Type 4 (between Rupees twelve and sixteen lakhs per acre).
These two types of land accounted for more than half of the agricultural land.

13In order to make land suitable for paddy cultivation, land levelling and bunding is required
which involves a large one-time investment.
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Table 10: Proportion of different types of land in total land owned by
households resident in Aavli, 2018–19
Type of land Percentage of the total agricultural land
1 1.96
2 7.60
3 26.59
4 29.02
5 10.66
6 13.75
7 10.43

Source: Survey data.

Table 11: Distribution of ownership holdings of Type 7 (most valuable) land,
by size class of ownership holding, 2018–19
Size class of ownership holding Share in ownership of Type 7 land
Up to 2.5 acres 8.02
2.5-5 acres 2.47
5-10 acres 6.17
10-25 acres 18.52
More than 25 acres 64.81

Source: Survey data.

Table 11 shows the distribution of ownership holdings of Type 7 land, by size
class of ownership holding. The concentration of high-priced land among large
farmers and the inequality in the distribution of such land can be understood from
the following statistics: around sixty-five per cent of Type 7 land was held by the ten
largest landowning households in the village. Seventy-three per cent of land of Type
6 and Type 7was held by the thirty-nine households that ownedmore than ten acres
each. Though a large share of this land was inherited land of the large landowners,
the possibility of commercial use had also encouraged many of them to purchase
plots of land adjacent to the road as and when such plots became available. All
of them envisaged diversion of such plots for commercial purposes in the coming
years. This concentration of the most expensive land among the largest landowners
is an important aspect of the process of agrarian accumulation.

In many transactions over the last few years the sellers were small farmers
owning small plots of Type 7 land adjacent to the road. These small farmers sold
their plots of land in prime locations, mostly plots of one to two acres but in some
cases even 0.70 to 0.80 acres, for around twenty to twenty-five lakhs per acre and
bought four to five acres of land either in the interior of the village or in a nearby
village. One farmer used a part of themoney from the sale of two acres at twenty-five
lakhs per acre to pay back accumulated debt and then bought four acres of land in a
neighbouring village. In all transactions involving land adjacent to the main road,
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the buyers were large farmers from the village, which led to further consolidation
of the most valuable land.

6 Conclusions

Distribution and ownership of land have a fundamental role in shaping the
production relations as well as the dynamics of capitalist accumulation taking place
in rural India. The data presented in this monograph bring out the inequality in
the ownership and operation of land in Aavli village in Madhya Pradesh, and point
to the increasing inequality in access to land, with biggest landowning households
belonging to the dominant caste groups. This is in keeping with the trend at the
national level seen in data from large-scale surveys as well as in village studies
conducted in other parts of the country.

An important finding of this study is that themost expensive lands in the village
have been increasingly accumulated by the richest households through speculative
investments owing to the commercial potential of such lands.

The study also finds an increasing marginalisation of landless households and
small farmers in the tenancy markets. This is also consistent with trends seen in
NSS surveys on landholdings. In Aavli, with larger landowners using land leasing
to increase their operational holdings, fixed rent tenancy in cash has replaced other
tenurial arrangements. The study found no instances of reverse tenancy in the
village.

Persistence of social disparities in access to land in Aavli reflect dismal
performance of land reforms in the state.
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This monograph examines land relations in the village of Aavli in the Hoshangabad
district of Madhya Pradesh. It draws upon data on the socio-economic profile
of households, land ownership and tenancy collected via a census-type survey in
2018–19.

The data presented in thismonograph bring out the inequality in the ownership
and operation of land in Aavli village in Madhya Pradesh, and point to the
increasing inequality in access to land, with biggest landowning households
belonging to the dominant caste groups.

The study also finds an increasing marginalisation of landless households and
small farmers in the tenancy markets. This is also consistent with trends seen in
NSS surveys on landholdings. In Aavli, with larger landowners using land leasing
to increase their operational holdings, fixed rent tenancy in cash has replaced other
tenurial arrangements. The study found no instances of reverse tenancy in the
village.
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