
Give to AgEcon Search

The World’s Largest Open Access Agricultural & Applied Economics Digital Library

This document is discoverable and free to researchers across the 
globe due to the work of AgEcon Search.

Help ensure our sustainability.

AgEcon Search
http://ageconsearch.umn.edu

aesearch@umn.edu

Papers downloaded from AgEcon Search may be used for non-commercial purposes and personal study only. 
No other use, including posting to another Internet site, is permitted without permission from the copyright 
owner (not AgEcon Search), or as allowed under the provisions of Fair Use, U.S. Copyright Act, Title 17 U.S.C.

No endorsement of AgEcon Search or its fundraising activities by the author(s) of the following work or their 
employer(s) is intended or implied.

https://shorturl.at/nIvhR
mailto:aesearch@umn.edu
http://ageconsearch.umn.edu/


I N F O C U S

Land and Caste Relations in North Bihar:
Observations from Two Villages
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Abstract: This article analyses caste and land ownership in two villages of North

Bihar, Katkuian in West Champaran district and Nayanagar in Samastipur

district. In both villages, the distribution of land is marked by inequality, and by

landlessness among a large section of the population. However, differences in

caste structure between the two villages make for distinct differences in socio-

economic relations in general in the two villages.
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In this article, I summarise the basic features and specific components of land
distribution and forms of tenancy and mortgage in two villages in Bihar in 2011–12,
with a few additional observations from 2018. The article is arranged as follows. The
first section introduces the study villages. The second section describes the patterns
of land use and land ownership in the villages. The third section discusses the inter-
relationship of land and caste structures, and examines the pattern of land holding
(owned and operational) based on land-size and caste categories. The fourth section
focuses on forms of tenancy and mortgage relations, and the fifth section analyses
the persisting inequality in the two villages. The final section makes some
concluding observations on the similarities and differences between the two
contexts: one in which the older structure of near-total monopoly of the Bhumihars
over land and, consequently, over other spheres of life and work persists; and the
other where there is a new caste, the Yadavs, gradually taking over land from the
erstwhile landed caste, the Bhumihars.
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INTRODUCTION TO THE STUDY VILLAGES

Bihar is one of the most backward regions of India in terms of industrialisation and
urbanisation. Historically, the State was divided into two separate socio-cultural
regions, north Bihar and south Bihar. After Jharkhand was carved out of the State,
the region north of the Ganges is referred to as north Bihar and the region below the
Ganges is called south Bihar. The study villages, Katkuian and Nayanagar, are both
located in north Bihar: in Bagaha II block of West Champaran district and Hasanpur
block of Samastipur district respectively. Both villages fall under Zone I (North-
West Alluvial Plain) of the agroclimatic classification (Shankar et al. 2009).

The town (and railway station) nearest Katkuian is Bagaha II, which is about 12 km
away. There is no bus service, government or private, to and from the village. The
only available mode of transport is a private shared autorickshaw, available every
half an hour or more. The nearest post office is in Tarwalia, and the nearest bazaar
town, Semra, is two or three km away. Katkuian has no bank branch, but it does
have an extension centre of the State Bank of India (SBI). According to the Census
of India 2011, 98 per cent of the agricultural land in the village was irrigated through
canal irrigation. The major sources of surface irrigation were the Triveni canal and
its tributary, the Samarkand canal, part of the Gandak irrigation project. Apart from
canal irrigation, there is the Harha, a seasonal stream and tributary of the Gandak
river. The main sources of groundwater irrigation were borewells. The main crops
cultivated in Katkuian at the time of the survey were sugarcane, paddy, wheat, and
pulses. The village is not far from the Bagaha Sugar Factory, located in Bagaha II.

Nayanagar, by comparison, is better connected andmore developed. The nearest town
to the village is Rosera, which is eight km away. The village has its own railway station,
and the nearest bus service is from Sihma Chowk (Begusarai district), which is about
three kmaway. There are private shared autorickshaws and tongas that ply to and from
the village. Nayanagar has a post office and a branch of the Bihar State Grameen Bank.
According to the Census of India 2011, 89.5 per cent of agricultural land in the village
was irrigated by groundwater from tubewells and borewells. The main crops were
wheat, maize, sugarcane, and rapeseed/mustard. Nayanagar is prone to flooding,
because of which a significant proportion of land is not cultivated in the kharif
season. Horticulture, particularly the production of litchi and mango, was a very
significant contributor to the village economy. The village is not far from the
Hasanpur Sugar Mill in Samastipur.

In May–June 2012, the Project on Agrarian Relations in India (PARI) conducted by the
Foundation for Agrarian Studies (FAS) undertook a census-type survey of the 350
households in Katkuian and a sample survey in Nayanagar of 348 households. The
data presented and analysed in this article are from these surveys. In June 2018, the
FAS team went back to the study villages to conduct small sample surveys and
qualitative interviews focused on certain themes, such as land and tenancy, forms of
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labour, and changes in cropping pattern. All the interviews and case studies included
here were conducted in June 2018. There was no fresh house-listing in the 2018 re-
survey round. Instead, a purposive sampling method was used to select sample
households from the households surveyed in 2012. The 2018 round covered 44
households in Katkuian and 64 households in Nayanagar.

In what follows, I present some basic facts and observations about demography and
socio-economic relations in the two study villages.

Katkuian is a multi-caste village, now dominated by Yadav and Koeri castes. In Bihar,
in general, the backward castes are divided into two categories: Extremely Backward
Classes (EBCs), also referred to as Backward Classes-1 or BC-1, following the listing of
caste names in Annexure 1 of the Mungerilal Commission report (see Kumar 2013,
p. 17); and Backward Classes-2 or BC-2, including the relatively less backward caste
groups (see Table 1).

In 2012, EBCs constituted the largest caste group in Katkuian. Out of a total of 350
households, 163 households or 47 per cent belonged to EBCs. The Mallah caste (also
known as Sahni/Been/Bind/Nishad/Machhuara) alone accounted for 12 per cent of
all households. The BC-2 castes within the category of Other Backward Classes
(OBCs), mostly Yadavs, Koeris, and Kurmis, constituted 35 per cent of all
households (121 households out of 350). The Yadavs were numerically dominant
with 70 households (20 per cent of the total). There were 42 (12 per cent) Scheduled
Caste households, including Chamar and Musahar. Chamar households constituted
about 11 per cent of total households in the village. There were nine Scheduled Tribe
households, including Gond and Lohar households, and 15 other households,
covering Brahman, Bhumihar, and Sheikh families.

Table 1 Households by caste category and caste, Katkuian, 2012 in numbers and per cent

Caste category Caste Number Per cent

Scheduled Caste (SC) Chamar, Musahar 42 12
Scheduled Tribe (ST) Gond, Lohar 9 3
BC-1/EBC** Ansari/Julaha*, Badhai, Bhar, Dewan*,

Dhoni/Baitha/Hawari*, Dhunia*,
Hajjam/Thakur/Nai, Kamkar, Kanu,
Mallah/Sehni/Been/Bind/Nishad/
Machhuara, Nonia, Rajbhar, Teli

163 47

BC-2 Baniya, Chauhan, Kalwar/Byahut,
Kurmi, Kushwaha/Koeri/Bhagat,
Yadav/Ahir

121 35

Other Bhumihar, Brahman, Sheikh* 15 4
Total 350 100

Note: ** EBC=Extremely Backward Classes, * means that the caste identifies as Muslim.
Source: Project on Agrarian Relations in India (PARI), 2012.
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An important feature of Katkuian is its pattern of migration of labour. Since the 1960s,
with the beginning of the Green Revolution, male workers from Katkuian have
migrated to Tehang in Phillaur tehsil, Jalandhar district, Punjab. During the survey,
73 workers reported seasonal migration to Tehang. A small number of worker
households have bought land and settled there, but most workers follow a
circulatory pattern of migration – going to Tehang for a few months during the
harvesting season and coming back to Katkuian once the season is over. Almost
every household in the village has at least one member who has gone or still goes to
Tehang for work. The younger generation, however, prefers migrating for non-
agricultural work to cities such as Bengaluru, Mumbai, and Kochi.

There are differences between the populations covered by the Census of India 2011 and
the FAS survey in 2012 (see Table 2). This is mainly because the FAS survey covered a
settlement that, while in the physical area of the village, turned out to be within the
revenue boundaries of the neighbouring village. It is the part of the village where a
large part of the Dalit work force of Katkuian lives.

The Census of India 2011 covered 246 households in Katkuian, and the FAS survey
covered 350 households. The most striking aspect of this difference between the
Census of India and PARI data is in respect of the shares of Dalit and Adivasi
households in the village population. As mentioned above, the difference can in part
be explained by the fact that the village as studied in the PARI survey included a
Dalit hamlet that was not part of the village in Census 2011.1

The other study village, Nayanagar, is much bigger than Katkuian; for this reason, a
sample survey was conducted in 2012 (see Table 3).

Nayanagar, in both 2012 and 2018, was a Bhumihar-dominated village. Bhumihars
alone constituted 22 per cent of the village households. Bhumihars and Brahmans

Table 2 Features of village population, Katkuian, 2011-2012 in number

Item Census 2011 PARI survey 2012

Total households (number) 246 350
Total population (number) 1701 2163
Sex ratio 922 954
Share of Dalit households in total households (%) 0.10 11
Share of Adivasi households in total households (%) 0.30 3

Source: Census of India 2011; Project on Agrarian Relations in India (PARI), 2012.

1 The difference between the Census data and PARI data in the case of Katkuian is explained in more detail in
Swaminathan (2021). The PARI survey included a Dalit settlement, Brindavan tola (settlement), located at the
outskirts of the village. Brindavan tola, however, was not part of the Census village of Katkuian. Its inclusion
in our survey is justified in a sociological sense, as the Dalit residents of the tola worked for the landed
households of Katkuian.
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together made up one-fourth of the total households in the village. At the other end of
the caste hierarchy, Paswans/Dusadhs constituted 21 per cent of the village households,
while the share of Scheduled Caste households in total households was 34 per cent. The
EBC caste group accounted for 31 per cent of total households, withinwhich 11 per cent
households belonged to the Mallah caste and 8 per cent belonged to the Dhanuk/
Mahato castes. If we compare data pertaining to the demographic features of the
village from the Census of India 2011 and the FAS survey 2012, again we notice a lot
of differences (see Table 4).

While the Census of India 2011 reported 1,946 households in Nayanagar, the FAS
survey of 2012 covered 1,205 households. The most notable aspect of the variance
between the Census and the FAS survey is the considerable difference in the shares
of Dalit and Adivasi households in the village population. While the Census of India
2011 reported that only 19.2 per cent of total households were Dalit households, the
FAS survey found that 35 per cent of village households belonged to Dalit castes.2

Before presenting a detailed analysis of land relations, I present below some general
facts about the social and economic life of the study villages, identifying some
historical factors and contemporary features of the dominant households and castes
in the villages. In the 1950s and till the 1980s, Katkuian was a typical north Bihar
village showing a dominance of Bhumihar landlords prominent in its social and
economic life. By 2012 and 2018, our survey years, the village was largely
dominated by Yadavs and Koeris. At the same time, our survey data show that
Katkuian had a high share of crop lands under absentee ownership.3 The most

Table 3 Households by caste category and caste, Nayanagar, 2012 in number and per cent

Caste category Caste Number Per cent

Scheduled Caste (SC) Chamar, Dom, Mehtar, Pan/Tanti/Swashi/Das,
Paswan/Dusadh

412 34

BC-1/EBC* Dhanuk/Mahato, Gaderi, Hajjam/Thakur/Nai,
Kewat, Malakar, Mallah/Sehni/Been/Bind/
Nishad/Machhuara, Nonia

376 31

BC-2 Baniya, Kurmi, Sonar, Yadav/Ahir 116 10
Other Bhumihar, Brahman 301 25
Total 1205 100

Note: *EBC=Extremely Backward Classes.
Source: Project on Agrarian Relations in India (PARI) survey, 2012.

2 I have encountered the same problem while conducting village studies in Maharashtra. There too, the shares in
population of Dalits andAdivasiswere undercounted, and fluctuated over Census years (Kumar 2012, pp. 27–29). I
cannot fully account for this in Nayanagar, other than to point to an undercount. One contributory factor to this
undercounting and fluctuation of Dalit and Adivasi populations in the Census could be the caste-based spatial
organization of Indian villages. This influences how the village as a physical entity and its boundary is
understood by Census enumerators, and sometimes by different castes in the village itself (Beteille 1972).
3 The specific historical features of this process of transition is beyond the scope of this paper, and is the subject of
separate study.
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prominent household, headed by YPJ, the sarpanch of the village panchayat, was
among those that had wrested village-level political power from the Bhumihars. The
absentee landlords control their crop lands through managers. One of the managers,
JN, a Maithil Brahman whose family had migrated from the Mithila region to
Katkuian, managed a large parcel of about 73 acres. A few Koeri families controlled
the Primary Agricultural Credit Society (PACS) and public distribution system
(PDS) in the village.4 The president of the PACS, RK, headed a committee of 12
members. The procurement process through the PACS has become more complex in
recent times,5 but it continues to be a source of social and political power in the
villages of Bihar. Given the continuing concentration of land ownership, it is not
surprising that in 2012, in terms of the socio-economic class structure of the village,
more than 60 per cent of the population depended on manual work either in
agriculture or non-agriculture.

Katkuian was in a state of flux as far as the nature of socio-political dominance in the
village was concerned. As pointed out earlier, the Bhumihar landlords still controlled a
considerable amount of land in the village. Further, and as we will see later, the inter-
and intra-caste differentiation among the relatively powerful Backward Castes (BC-2),
such as Yadavs andKoeris, was high. Except for a fewhouseholds at the top of the scale,
most Yadav and Koeri households lived in thatched houses with meagre amenities.
Inter-caste relations in everyday social interaction, and even in land-leasing and
tenancy, were much more open in Katkuian, despite and perhaps because Backward
Castes constituted 81 per cent of all households in the village. Katkuian did not have
a single dominant caste in the sense proposed by M. N. Srinivas (1959); there were at
least two major castes, namely the Yadavs and the Koeris, who competed for
political power (for a discussion on the idea of “major castes,” see Sahay 2009).

Table 4 Features of village population, Nayanagar, 2011–2012 in number

Item Census of
India 2011

PARI
survey 2012

Total households (number) 1946 1205
Total population (number) 10247 5656
Sex ratio 909 934
Share of Dalit households in total households (%) 19 35
Share of Adivasi households in total households (%) 0 0

Source: Census of India 2011; Project on Agrarian Relations in India (PARI) survey, 2012.

4 The PACS became important in Bihar after the reforms in 2006 that abolished the Agricultural Produce
Marketing Committee (APMC) or the mandi system. Since then, the procurement of major crops takes place
through the PACS at the panchayat level. Technically, the PACS is a farmers’ cooperative with open
membership, but it is the committee members who run the show with a monopoly over information about the
quantity and timing of procurement.
5 Earlier, the PACSwas supposed to buy crops from the farmers and sell them to the State FoodCorporation (SFC).
Now, however, the PACS has to sell the final produce to the SFC. Invariably, the PACS has to deal with private
mills that make profits in this process. At the same time, the farmers hold the PACS responsible for late
payments that occur due to delays of the bureaucracy.
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A very different mode of control was observed in Nayanagar, where a single household –
the historically dominant landlord family – continued to be at the helm of the socio-
economic and political structures of the village. This family alone owned 33 per cent
(self-reported) of all cultivated land in the village – more than 350 acres in 2012. As
pointed out earlier, the village had a substantial population of Dalits but almost all these
households were landless, to the extent that they did not have even homestead rights.
Bhumihars led by the big landlord family controlled politics and society, and new
technology in agriculture, in the village. The levels of socio-economic inequality in
Nayanagar were extremely high (see the article by Swaminathan and Nagbhushan in
this issue). In almost a textbook case, the Dalits of the village, though constituting 34 per
cent of all households, lived a life of almost total separation both physically and
socially. The Bhumihars cultivated export-quality litchi and possessed a state-of-the-art
technological support system for transporting the produce to Mumbai and then abroad.
Many of the Bhumihar households in the village included highly educated individuals
with a variety of professional achievements – we came across filmmakers, marine
engineers, doctors, professors, and corporate professionals. At the other end of the social
spectrum was the Dalit settlement where most of the households had no homestead
rights. Some of them kept their important documents such as ration cards in the
custody of the landlord household, often referred to as malik.6 The level of education
and amenities in the Dalit settlement were very poor, more so in comparison with the
Bhumihars. Many Dalit children worked in litchi cultivation, hired for their “nimble
fingers,” and often without being paid cash wages. In other words, social and economic
inequality in Nayanagar was far more deep-rooted and structural than in Katkuian.7

The following sections delve more deeply into aspects of social and economic
inequality through empirical data collected in 2012 and 2018.

LAND USE AND LAND OWNERSHIP IN THE STUDY VILLAGES

In 2011–12, the land-use pattern of the study villages displayed characteristics typical
of regions almost completely dependent on agriculture (see Table 5).8 The total acreage
was 809 acres and 2,142 acres respectively, in Katkuian and Nayanagar.

6 The termmalik is a feudal remnant, in both formand content. AnandChakravarti (2001), in his class analysis of a
village in north Bihar, defines a class of maliks who were at the commanding heights of the social, economic,
political, and cultural system of the village.
7 It is important to note that Nayanagar falls in the Tirhut region, which is considered the seat of Bhumihar power
in north Bihar, especially the districts of Muzaffarpur and Samastipur. Unlike in Katkuian, the Bhumihars in
Nayanagar were largely unaffected by the rise of Backward Caste politics in Bihar in the 1990s because of the
following factors. First, they were numerically superior to every other caste in the village except Dalits.
Secondly, the village did not have a significant population of the politically advanced OBC castes, such as
Yadavs, Koeris, and Kurmis, that led the challenge elsewhere in the state. Thirdly, the Backward Caste politics
of the 1990s did not attack the material foundations of Bhumihar caste dominance, which relegated the
question of land, labour, and dignity to be dealt with at local levels.
8 There is a difference between the total area of land owned by households in the village in this paper and in Dhar,
Pandey, and Kumar (2022) in this issue. This is because Dhar, Pandey, and Kumar refer only to cropland and
orchard land within the study villages, while I refer to all land owned by households resident in the village,
including land owned in other villages.
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In Katkuian about 66 per cent and in Nayanagar about 82 per cent of all land was used
for farming. Interestingly, while more than 12 per cent (266 acres) of all land was used
for cultivation of litchi and other horticultural crops in Nayanagar, about 30 per cent of
all land (240 acres) in Katkuian was “other types of land,” most of which was land
outside the village owned by one landlord household.

In both the villages, almost all the crop land received irrigation from either public or
private sources, and therefore the share of unirrigated cultivated land was negligible
(see Table 6). Tubewells/borewells were the most important sources of irrigation in
both the villages. Nayanagar was almost completely dependent on tubewells/
borewells for irrigation, whereas in Katkuian canal irrigation was a significant
additional source of irrigation. This is captured by the proportion of acreage
receiving irrigation from multiple sources in Katkuian (32 per cent) as compared to
Nayanagar (two per cent).9

As part of the survey, we collected data on landholdings – operational and owned.
Table 7 gives basic descriptive statistics about landholdings in the two study
villages. The average ownership holding per household was 2.3 acres in Katkuian
and 1.8 acres in Nayanagar. The average operational holdings were slightly lower
than ownership holdings in both the villages.

The largest ownership holding in Nayanagar was 377 acres, whereas it was 246 acres in
Katkuian. The coefficient of variation for ownership holdings was 6.7 in both the
villages, signifying high levels of inequality in access to land.

The most striking feature of the agrarian structures in both study villages was the
extent of landlessness. In 2012, about 51 per cent of households in Katkuian and
about 69 per cent in Nayanagar were landless (see Table 8). The extent of land
inequality can also be understood through another indicator. In 2012, the top 5 per

Table 5 Land use, Katkuian and Nayanagar, 2012 in acres and per cent

Land type Katkuian Nayanagar

Acreage Per cent Acreage Per cent

Crop land (irrigated) 533.1 65.9 1755.8 82.0
Crop land (unirrigated) 1.8 0.2 5.4 0.3
Homestead land 25.9 3.2 62.9 2.9
Orchard land 8.2 1.0 266.1 12.4
Other types of land 239.8 29.7 51.4 2.4
Total 808.8 100 2141.6 100

Note: This table is based on ownership holding of all types of land by households.
Source: Project on Agrarian Relations in India (PARI) survey, 2012.

9 The differences in total acreage between Table 5 and Table 6 are because we have considered all reported land in
Table 5, but only total sown area (i.e. total land cultivated by households during the reference year) in Table 6.
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cent of households owned about 74 per cent and 72 per cent of total owned area,
respectively, in Katkuian and Nayanagar. The bottom 50 per cent of families owned
no land at all in both the villages.

In Katkuian, there were four families owning more than 25 acres of land each, and
together they owned more than 56 per cent of all cultivable land. In Nayanagar, 13
families owned more than 25 acres of land each, and together they owned about 41
per cent of the total land owned in the village. The usual tendency towards
fragmentation of landholding with a rise in population and division of families does
not seem to be at work in both villages. Let us try to understand the distribution of
landholdings according to the size of holdings. Table 8 shows that about 94 per cent
of all households in Katkuian belonged to landless or small/marginal farmer
categories in 2012. Similarly, in Nayanagar, about 93 per cent of all households
possessed less than 5 acres of land in 2012. Both the study villages therefore
displayed a very high concentration of landholdings, while more than 90 per cent of
the households were either landless or belonged to small/marginal categories.

Table 6 Land use, by source of irrigation, Katkuian andNayanagar, 2012 in acres and per cent

Source of irrigation Katkuian Nayanagar

Acreage Per cent Acreage Per cent

Canal/river 56.8 8 0 0
Hand pump 0.2 0 1 0
Multi-source* 221.7 32 27 2
Tank/pond 0.0 0 1 0
Traditional open well 0.0 0 1 0
Tubewell/borewell 406.0 59 1631 95
Unirrigated 8.3 1 50 3
All 692.9 100 1710 100

Note: * This means that the area was irrigated by more than one source.
Source: Project on Agrarian Relations in India (PARI) survey, 2012.

Table 7 Household operational and ownership holdings of land, Katkuian and Nayanagar,
2012 in acres

Village Operational landholdings Ownership landholdings

Average Largest
landholding

Coefficient
of variation

Average Largest
landholding

Coefficient
of variation

Katkuian 2.1 138.0 4.2 2.3 246.2 6.7
Nayanagar 1.5 151.9 4.1 1.8 377.1 6.7

Note: Operational holdings include crop and orchard land. Ownership holdings include all owned land except
homestead land.
Source: Project on Agrarian Relations in India (PARI) survey, 2012.
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Table 8 Distribution of households and owned land, by size-class of ownership holdings of land, Katkuian and Nayanagar, 2012 in numbers, acres, and
per cent

Size-class (acres) Katkuian Nayanagar

Number of
households

Share of
households

(%)

Total owned
land (all land
types, except
homestead)
(acres)

Share of
total
owned
land (%)

Number of
households

Share of
households

(%)

Total owned
land (all land
types, except
homestead)
(acres)

Share of
total
owned
land (%)

Landless (<= 0.002) 178 50.9 0.0 0 834 69.2 0.0 0
Marginal (0.002 to 2.5) 126 36 104.3 13.3 213 17.7 163.9 7.9
Small (2.5 to 5) 26 7.4 87.2 11.1 72 6 273.4 13.2
Semi-medium (5 to 10) 10 2.9 63.4 8.1 43 3.6 313.5 15.1
Medium (10 to 25) 6 1.7 87.0 11.1 30 2.5 478.7 23
Large (> 25) 4 1.1 440.9 56.3 13 1.1 849.2 40.9
Total 350 100 782.9 100 1205 100 2078.7 100
Share of area owned by top 5% of households 74.3 71.7
Share of area owned by bottom 50% of
households

0 0

Source: Project on Agrarian Relations in India (PARI) survey, 2012.
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LAND AND CASTE STRUCTURE IN THE STUDY VILLAGES

I have shown in the previous section that the landholding structure in the two villages
was highly skewed, with very few families owning a disproportionate share of the total
land. These few families came from particular castes, and there was an intrinsic
connection between agrarian class and caste.

Katkuian was dominated by castes referred to administratively as Other Backward
Classes (OBC). The picture was different in Nayanagar, which was a more
traditional Bhumihar-dominated village. The main features of the landholding and
caste structure in Katkuian are shown in Tables 9a and 9b. Of the total 350
households, about 81 per cent – that is, 284 households – belonged to the OBC
category, and these castes alone accounted for about 97 per cent of all the land
owned by households in the village. Each of the landed OBC households, on an
average, owned about 5 acres. About 15 per cent of all village households belonged
to Scheduled Caste (SC) and Scheduled Tribe (ST) categories. However, these
households together owned less than 1 per cent of land in the village. About 86 per
cent of SC households and 57 per cent of ST households were landless.

There were only 15 “other” caste households in the village, of which seven were
landless. Each of the remaining eight landed households in this category owned, on
an average, about 2 acres. These households mainly belonged to the Bhumihar,
Brahman, and Shaikh castes.

As is clear from Table 9a, about 46 per cent of the OBC households in Katkuian were
landless. Table 9b shows the same figures for two distinct categories within the OBCs,
i.e. EBC and BC-2. The village was dominated by Yadavs, Koeris, and Kurmis, all
belonging to the BC-2 category. The EBC category was larger and more
heterogeneous, as has been pointed out earlier. The divergence within the OBC caste
category is apparent when we look at Table 9b closely. While EBCs formed about 47
per cent of all households, their share in total area owned was only 12 per cent. On
the other hand, the BC-2 category controlled about 86 per cent of all land in the
village even though only 35 per cent of the total number of households came from
these castes. To put this in another way, a BC-2 category household, on an average,
owned about 8 acres, whereas an EBC household only had about 1 acre of land.
This differentiation within the OBC category in Katkuian stood in stark contrast
with the land and caste structure of Nayanagar (see Table 10).

Table 10 shows that “other” caste households in Nayanagar (mostly Bhumihars)
constituted only 25 per cent of all households, but they owned about 98 per cent of
all cultivable land in the village. On an average, a Bhumihar household owned
about 8 acres of land. The OBCs and SCs, even though they accounted for about 75
per cent of the village households, owned only about 2.5 per cent of land. About 86
per cent of OBC households and 92 per cent of SC households were landless. Even
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Table 9a Household ownership holdings of land, by caste category, Katkuian, 2012 in numbers and per cent

Caste category Number of
households

Share in
total

households (%)

Number of
landless

households

Proportion
of landless
HHs (%)

Total area
owned
(acres)

Share in total
area owned (%)

Average land
owned per landed
household (acres)

Other Backward Class (OBC) 284 81.1 130 45.8 762.5 97.4 5.0
Other 15 4.3 7 46.7 16.9 2.2 2.1
Scheduled Caste (SC) 42 12 36 85.7 2.2 0.3 0.4
Scheduled Tribe (ST) 9 2.6 5 55.6 1.3 0.2 0.3
All 350 100 178 50.9 782.9 100 4.5

Note: Landholding data do not include homestead land.
Source: Project on Agrarian Relations in India (PARI) survey, 2012.

Table 9b Household ownership holdings of land, by caste category, Katkuian, 2012 in numbers and per cent

Caste category Number of
households

Share in
total

households (%)

Number of
landless

households

Proportion
of landless

households (%)

Total area
owned
(acres)

Share in total
area owned (%)

Average land
owned per landed
household (acres)

BC-1/EBC 163 46.6 94 57.7 89.9 11.5 1.3
BC-2 121 34.6 36 29.8 672.6 85.9 7.9
Other 15 4.3 7 46.7 16.9 2.2 2.1
Scheduled Caste (SC) 42 12 36 85.7 2.2 0.3 0.4
Scheduled Tribe (ST) 9 2.6 5 55.6 1.3 0.2 0.3
All 350 100 178 50.9 782.9 100 4.5

Note: Landholding data do not include homestead land. Also, households with less than or equal to 0.002 acre of owned land (excluding homestead land) have been classified as landless
households.
Source: Project on Agrarian Relations in India (PARI) survey, 2012.
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those who were landed within these categories had negligible amounts of land under
their ownership and control.

The two villages demonstrated two different types of class–caste control. While both
were numerically dominated by OBCs and SCs, or, in other words, the historically
oppressed castes, Katkuian displayed a more caste-differentiated landholding
pattern where OBC castes were dominant in terms of landholding and access to
other resources. On the other hand, Nayanagar was an example of the longstanding
and almost complete monopoly exercised by Bhumihars and other “upper castes”
over land and, as we will see, other resources.

Another way to understand this difference within and across the two study villages is
to look at the patterns of tenancy, and of land sales or purchases. These are the two
possible pathways for the historically landless to access land. The relative opening
up of the land market for castes with little historical claim over resources has
allowed some of those households to enter into cultivation.

FORMS AND PATTERNS OF TENANCY AND MORTGAGE

The landless, mostly from the oppressed castes, have always sought to lease in land in a
variety ofways, in order to secure access to land. Has this been the case in the two study
villages? The extent and pattern of tenancy may provide more evidence on the nature
of control exercised by the major castes and sections in the two villages (see Table 11).

Aswas expected fromearlier analyses, the incidence of tenancy inKatkuianwas higher
than in Nayanagar. In Katkuian, more than one-third of the total operated area was
under lease, whereas in Nayanagar the share of the same was about 14 per cent.
Similarly, about 59 per cent of households with operational land holdings were

Table 10 Household ownership holdings of land, by caste category, Nayanagar, 2012 in
numbers and per cent

Caste
category

Number
of

households

Share in
total

households
(%)

Number
of landless
households

Proportion
of landless
households

(%)

Total
area
owned
(acres)

Share in
total
area
owned
(%)

Average
land owned
per landed
household
(acres)

OBC 492 40.8 419 85.2 49.2 2.4 0.7
Other 302 25.1 37 12.3 2025.9 97.5 7.6
Scheduled
Caste
(SC)

411 34.1 378 91.7 3.6 0.2 0.1

All 1205 100 839 69.6 2078.7 100 5.7

Source: Project on Agrarian Relations in India (PARI) survey, 2012.
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tenants in Katkuian – of 298 identified tenancy contracts, 151 were on fixed rent
contracts and 147 on share rent contracts – whereas their share in Nayanagar was
43 per cent. Table 12 reinforces the observation of deeper concentration of land in
Nayanagar. About 85 per cent of all operated land was owned and self-operated in
this village, whereas the same share for Katkuian was 60 per cent.

Distorted access to land in the study villages can also be gauged from the distribution
of operational landholdings, as shown in Table 13. This table read in conjunction
with Table 8 highlights the extent to which tenancy allowed access to land in the
two villages.

Overall landlessness in terms of operational holdings came down to 43 per cent (as
compared to 51 per cent in terms of ownership holdings) in Katkuian, and 62 per
cent (as against 70 per cent in terms of ownership holdings) in Nayanagar. In both
villages, the major lessors were the larger landholders (owning more than 25 acres).
In Katkuian, these households owned more than 56 per cent but operated only 34
per cent of total land. Similarly, in Nayanagar, large landholders owned more than
41 per cent but operated only 27 per cent of total land. However, there was a key
difference in how tenancy arrangements benefited other households between the
two villages. In Katkuian, the medium and semi-medium landholders owned about
20 per cent but operated some 35 per cent of total land. In Nayanagar, the same
figures were about 38 per cent and 45 per cent. The small and marginal landholders
owned about 24 per cent but operated 32 per cent of total land in Katkuian, whereas
the same figures for Nayanagar were 21 per cent and 27 per cent.

Looking at Table 13 alongside Tables 11 and 12, we can deduce that tenancy was more
widely prevalent in Katkuian, with small cultivators as tenants, whereas in Nayanagar
this form of tenancy was less common (see Table 14 and Table 15).

Table 11 Incidence of tenancy, Katkuian and Nayanagar, 2012 in per cent

Katkuian Nayanagar

Land leased in as a proportion of total operated area 37.1 13.7
Tenant households as a proportion of all households operating land 58.8 43.0

Source: Project on Agrarian Relations in India (PARI) survey, 2012.

Table 12 Household operational holdings of land, by tenurial status, Katkuian and
Nayanagar, 2012 in per cent

Village Owned and self-operated Leased in Mortgaged Total

Katkuian 60.4 36.6 3.0 100
Nayanagar 85.3 14.4 0.3 100

Source: Project on Agrarian Relations in India (PARI) survey, 2012.
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Table 13 Household operational holdings of land, by size class, Katkuian and Nayanagar, 2012 in acres and per cent

Size-class (acres) Katkuian Nayanagar

No. of
households

Share of
households (%)

Acreage
(in acres)

Share of
acreage

No. of
households

Share of
households (%)

Acreage
(in acres)

Share of
acreage

Landless (<= 0.002 ) 151 43.1 0 0 745 61.8 0 0
Marginal (0.002 to 2.5) 142 40.6 141 19.5 314 26.1 262.4 14.7
Small (2.5 to 5) 28 8.0 91.7 12.7 60 5 223.9 12.6
Semi-medium (5 to 10) 19 5.4 140.6 19.5 46 3.8 322.2 18.1
Medium (10 to 25) 7 2 105.5 14.6 30 2.5 483.1 27.1
Large (> 25) 3 0.9 242.5 33.6 10 0.8 488.6 27.4
Total 350 100 721.2 100 1205 100 1780.2 100

Note: Size-class is based on NSSO classification.
Source: Project on Agrarian Relations in India (PARI) survey, 2012.
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Table 14 gives the distribution of tenant households in Katkuian in terms of their
caste status. There seems to be a pattern in the caste distribution of the modes of
tenancy arrangements. First, the Scheduled Caste and Scheduled Tribe households
were marginalized in the tenancy arrangements in the village. Scheduled Caste
households as a whole leased in just about two per cent of the total land under
sharecropping or rent-in-kind tenancy arrangement. Sixty per cent of all households
under rent-free tenancy arrangements were BC-2 households. Another 20 per cent
were Scheduled Caste households; most were long-term workers or, in other words,
in a relationship of labour servitude. In return for leasing land from the dominant
households, these long-term worker households were at the beck and call of the
former. Secondly, and at the other extreme, even though the non-OBC, non-SC/ST
households constituted a tiny minority in the village, one household dominated as
far as rent-in-cash tenancy was concerned. This household leased in 90 per cent of
the total area under a rent-in-cash arrangement, with the remaining 10 per cent
under this arrangement being leased in by the dominant Yadav households. Thirdly,
tenancy arrangements were seen to be determined by caste considerations, as a
significant share of the land leased in and leased out was within non-EBC
households, except for the rent-in-cash arrangement where a very small number of
Brahman and Bhumihar households dominated.

Table 14 Land leased in and leased out by households, by caste category, Katkuian, 2012
in per cent

Caste category

Land leased in
on rent-in-cash

tenancy10

Land leased in on
sharecropping/
rent-in-kind
tenancy11

Land leased in on
rent-free tenancy

(long-term
worker) Land leased out

Area Households Area Households Area Households Area Households

EBC 0.5 7.7 35.5 42.3 0 0 37.5 40.6
BC-2 9.7 46.2 58.3 52.2 71.4 60 57.7 53.1
Other 89.8 46.2 2.1 0.5 14.3 20 2.8 1.6
Scheduled Caste (SC) 0 0 1.6 3 14.3 20 0 0
Scheduled Tribe (ST) 0 0 2.5 2 0 0 2.1 4.7
All 100 100 100 100 100 100 100 100

Note: One household that paid rent in both cash and kind was classified as paying rent in kind.
Source: Project on Agrarian Relations in India (PARI) survey, 2012.

10 It is difficult to capture the diversity of practices in a neat classification, but we have tried to do that here for
simplicity and clarity. Land leased in on rent-in-cash tenancy included all land that was leased-in in return for
a cash payment, often at the beginning of the agricultural season. For the lessor, this was a preferred mode of
tenancy as it provided them ready cash, irrespective of the input costs or quantum of output.
11 Sharecropping and/or rent-in-kind tenancy involved a variety of arrangements including the traditionalBataai
where the household leasing-out contributed variously towards input costs, harvesting, etc., in return for a certain
pre-agreed share of the produce (often exceeding 50 per cent). The other arrangement was often calledHunda that
included rent paid in fixed terms agreed upon at the beginning of the contract (certain quintals of the produce).
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In Nayanagar, too, there was a discernible pattern between caste status and tenancy
arrangements. First, about 87 per cent of land leased in on cash rent tenancy in this
village was by Bhumihar households, and almost 98 per cent of all land leased out
was also by Bhumihar households. However, it is to be noted that out of 297 acres
leased out in total, 196 acres were leased out by the largest landlord family.
Secondly, about 34 per cent of land under sharecropping or rent-in-kind, and 75 per
cent of land under rent-free tenancy, were leased in by SC households. Given the
overall social structure of the village as outlined earlier, such arrangements turned
out to be more exploitative because it was difficult to quantify the labour they had
to put in, in return for the land. This often became a vicious cycle, leading to further
exploitation of the already landless households. Thirdly, and broadly speaking, the
OBC households mostly leased in land on sharecropping or rent-in-kind tenancy
arrangements, but they also leased in some areas under rent-in-cash arrangements.
Some members of OBC households also worked as long-term workers, signifying
that the agrarian social structure in Nayanagar was quite different from that in
Katkuian.

A furtherway to illustrate the difference between the two study villages is to look at the
patterns of mortgage among classes and caste categories.

Some features of the system of mortgage prevalent in the study villages are outlined
below. A system of mortgage in agriculture, generally speaking, is one where the
borrower mortgages out his/her land in return for a sum of money from the lender
who mortgages in the plot of land. Usually, the borrower is a small/marginal farmer
or a landless worker, and the lender is a bigger landholder. However, as is clear
from Table 16 and Table 17, this typical pattern of mortgaging in by large farmers
and/or landlord households was absent in Katkuian, but strongly present in
Nayanagar. This points to another significant process of change in Katkuian, to
which I turn now.

Table 15 Land leased in and leased out by households, by caste category, Nayanagar, 2012
in per cent

Caste category

Land leased in
on rent-in-cash

tenancy

Land leased in on
sharecropping/
rent-in-kind
tenancy

(bataai/hunda)

Land leased in on
rent-free tenancy

(long-term
worker) Land leased out

Area Households Area Households Area Households Area Households

OBC 5.3 12.5 33.1 39.7 24.9 25 2.2 12.6
Other 86.6 56.3 33.3 25.8 0 0 97.6 86.7
Scheduled Caste (SC) 8.2 31.3 33.6 34.5 75.1 75 0.2 0.7
All 100 100 100 100 100 100 100 100

Source: Project on Agrarian Relations in India (PARI) survey, 2012.
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It is interesting to note that about 24 per cent of all mortgaged land in Katkuian was
mortgaged in by landless households, whereas the same figure was only eight per
cent in Nayanagar. In fact, most of the mortgaged-in land (about 78 per cent of the
total) was with landless, small, and marginal households in Katkuian. In caste terms
as well, about 80 per cent of all the mortgaged-in land in Nayanagar was with the
Bhumihars, whereas in Katkuian, the picture was quite different. The dominant
OBC households (BC-2) had mortgaged in about 59 per cent of the total, but EBCs,
SCs and STs too had mortgaged-in land in Katkuian.

The pattern of mortgaging out can be gauged from Table 18 and Table 19. About 81
per cent of all mortgaged-out land in Katkuian belonged to small and marginal
landholders, though in caste terms it was more varied. On the other hand, almost
the entire mortgaged-out land in Nayanagar belonged to the Bhumihars alone.

Table 16 Land mortgaged in by households, by size-class of ownership holding, Katkuian and
Nayanagar, 2012 in acres and per cent

Size-class (acres) Katkuian Nayanagar

Proportion
of area

Proportion of
households

Proportion
of area

Proportion of
households

Landless (<= 0.002 ) 24.5 26.3 7.9 50
Marginal (0.002 to 2.5) 49.8 60.5 0 0
Small (2.5 to 5) 2.1 2.6 43.3 30
Semi-medium (5 to 10) 1.7 2.6 0 0
Medium (10 to 25) 17.3 5.3 0 0
Large (> 25) 4.6 2.6 48.8 20
All 100 100 100 100

Note: Land size classification is based on all owned land except homestead land.
Source: Project on Agrarian Relations in India (PARI) survey, 2012.

Table 17 Land mortgaged in by households, by caste category, in Katkuian and Nayanagar,
2012, in per cent

Caste category Katkuian Nayanagar

Proportion
of area

Proportion of
households

Proportion
of area

Proportion of
households

EBC 22.6 31.6 20.5 60
BC-2 59.3 52.9
Other 10.4 7.9 79.5 40
Scheduled caste (SC) 4.8 5.3 0 0
Scheduled tribe (ST) 2.8 5.3 NA NA
All 100 100 100 100

Source: Project on Agrarian Relations in India (PARI) survey, 2012.
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The relatively more diverse pattern of mortgaging-in land in Katkuian was the
outcome of a variety of factors. Based on our conversations with village elders
and circular migrants to Tehang village in Punjab, we learnt that mortgaging in
(rehan/bandhak) had emerged as a popular means to access cultivable land
among landless, small, and marginal landholders. The mortgage system operated
in the following manner: the bigger farmers in the village mortgaged out their
land to the landless and/or small/marginal farmers. The relatively well-off or
bigger farmers did not enter into such mortgages for want of money alone. It
benefited them because, in this way, they received a cash payment (equivalent to
the expected income from the plot of land) in full at the beginning of the
agricultural season. Sometimes urgent money needs were met through this
arrangement, and in fact, this had emerged as an alternative to bank credit. The
going rate in May 2018 for mortgaging out land was Rs 14,000–15,000/kattha (1
kattha – or “cottah” – is equal to 0.078 acre) per annum.

Table 18 Land mortgaged out, by households, by size-class of ownership holding, Katkuian
and Nayanagar, 2012 in acres and per cent

Size-class (acres) Katkuian Nayanagar

Proportion
of area

Proportion of
households

Proportion
of area

Proportion of
households

Landless (<= 0.002 ) 0 0 0 0
Marginal (0.002 to 2.5) 41.1 62.1 9.7 40
Small (2.5 to 5) 40.2 29.3 4 10
Semi-medium (5 to 10) 2.8 3.4 35.1 10
Medium (10 to 25) 13 3.4 51.2 40
Large (> 25) 2.9 1.7 0 0
All 100 100 100 100

Source: Project on Agrarian Relations in India (PARI) survey, 2012.

Table 19 Land mortgaged out by households, by caste, Katkuian and Nayanagar, 2012 in
per cent

Caste Katkuian Nayanagar

Proportion
of area

Proportion of
households

Proportion
of area

Proportion of
households

EBC 32.5 37.9 0 0
BC-2 64.4 58.6
Other 2.8 1.7 99 80
Scheduled Caste (SC) 0.3 1.7 1 20
Scheduled Tribe (ST) 0 0 NA NA
All 100 100 100 100

Source: Project on Agrarian Relations in India (PARI) survey, 2012.
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From the perspective of the landless, small/marginal, and EBC/SC households, this
arrangement provided an opportunity to access cultivable land. Traditional bataai
(sharecropping tenancy) was formerly limited to only khetihar (farming) castes.
Landless or smaller farmers used to lease land from the bigger farmers to take care
of their basic household food needs. In Katkuian, this form of tenancy was in
decline for two reasons. One, a growing number of absentee landholders were not
interested in agriculture at all, so they preferred either rehan (mortgaging out) or
hunda (leasing out on fixed rent in terms of crop produce). Two, bataai also
required a lot of supervision and hence was avoided by large landholders.

Our interviewswith a variety of participants inKatkuian revealed thatmore among the
labouring/landless castes entered rehan (mortgaging in of land) transactions in the
post-1990 period. This was also made possible because of the migration linkage with
Punjab, which provided many of the landless/small farmer and EBC/SC households
with ready cash when they came back to their village after the harvesting season. It
was important for them to cultivate foodgrains for their family’s annual needs.

The bigger farmers found numerous ways to create trouble for smaller farmers who
mortgaged in land for cultivation. As part of these mortgage arrangements, the
borrower, often a large farmer, mortgaged out a piece of land for a certain amount,
and the lender, often a landless or small/marginal farmer, had to return the land
whenever the larger farmer or borrower returned the amount. Sometimes, if the
land had standing crop – sugarcane, for instance – the lender or small farmer/
landless person paid an additional amount incorporating the cost of cultivation to
keep the plot under his/her control till the harvest.

A Case Study
SB, a landless migrant to Tehang village in Punjab, belonging to the Mallah caste,
mortgaged in five katthas of land for Rs 50,000, i.e. at Rs 10,000 per kattha. The oral
contract was agreed upon by both parties in front of five persons from the village. The
land covered by the contract had sugarcane as a standing crop, and SB expected a yield of
17e18 quintals per kattha in the year 2018. According to him, this would be enough of a
return on his investment of Rs 10,000 per kattha. SB preferred rehan rather than bataai
or hunda because the entire produce from the land was his, which was not the case
in other arrangements. Little land was available on rehan, however, and he had an
additional 14 katthas leased on hundawith six quintals of sugarcane per kattha owed to
the landowner, which was to be harvested and transported to the mill by SB. He reported
that he could not afford to buy land, and therefore, rehan was the second-best way to
access and control land. Many of the large landowners did not wish to cultivate on
their own any more, but they had rising cash needs. According to SB, “ordinary folks,
considered low in caste hierarchy, not only had a regular cash flow because of migration,
but they were also willing to work hard on the land.”

In some other cases, the landwasmortgaged in by the lender and then leased out to the
borrower at a fixed rent of about six quintals of sugarcane per kattha. From the second
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year of cultivation (khunti crop), the lender cultivated and harvested the crop until the
borrower returned the principal amount to the lender. In cases where the lender was
not interested in cultivation because many of them were landless migrants, they
mortgaged in and then leased out the land to the borrower/larger farmer in return
for a fixed rent in terms of crop produce.

Generally speaking, hundawas preferred by the landed households. Rent-in-cash was
not very popular and there were fixed rates for different crops, such as six quintals per
kattha for sugarcane and one quintal per kattha for paddy (the precise amounts vary
with the relative class positions of lessor and lessee). According to the small farmers we
interviewed, in the present times, the lessors (hundedars) did not benefit from
hundedari because the landed households demanded a share in every crop that was
cultivated by the hundedars. Also, hundedari was a preferred practice among own
castes, implying that the farmers leasing out land under hunda wanted their own
caste-persons as lessees; no such preference was found in rehan transactions.

PERSISTENCE OF HIGH LEVELS OF INEQUALITY

Another way to understand the depth of overall inequality is to analyse the
composition of asset values in different caste categories (see Table 20 and Table 21).
In this analysis, assets include landholding, buildings of all types (such as animal
shelters), means of transport, means of production and agricultural tools (manual
and machine-based), furniture, livestock, domestic durables including electronics,
and food stock.

As stated earlier, the BC-2 caste category owned the largest share of land in Katkuian.
The asset profile of BC-2 and EBC castes in the village was constituted very largely by
land ownership (91–92 per cent in both cases). Within their asset portfolios,
the contribution of value of land was 84 per cent for “other” castes, and the
corresponding figure for SCs and STs was about 85–86 per cent. This highlights the

Table 20 Value of land and non-land assets as a proportion of total household assets, by caste
category, Katkuian and Nayanagar, 2012 in per cent

Caste category Katkuian Nayanagar

Land
assets

Non-land
assets

Total Land
assets

Non-land
assets

Total

EBC 91.3 8.7 100 90.8 9.2 100
BC-2 91.7 8.3 100 87.9 12.1 100
Other 84.5 15.5 100 92.9 7.1 100
Scheduled Caste (SC) 85.8 14.2 100 85.3 14.7 100
Scheduled Tribe (ST) 85.2 14.8 100 NA NA NA

Source: Project on Agrarian Relations in India (PARI) survey, 2012.
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importance of land as the most valuable asset in the village economy and its
disproportionate distribution across caste groups.

In Nayanagar, the picture was different. Land value figured prominently in the asset
profile of the Bhumihars (about 93 per cent), but not so much in other caste groups.
As we have seen earlier, landholding among EBC, BC-2, and SC was minimal,
resulting in relative diversification of asset portfolios among these categories. This
was made possible also because of the more urbanised nature of the village and its
surroundings.

Such diversification, however, did not result in dilution of the stranglehold of the
major caste groups in either of the two villages. If we analyse the share of caste
categories in land and non-land asset values in the villages, the overall inequality
displays a strong association with caste (see Table 21). While the proportion of the
BC-2 caste category in Katkuian was only 35 per cent, they controlled about 80 per
cent of total value of land and 77 per cent of total value of non-land assets in the
village. The scenario in Nayanagar was even worse, with the Bhumihars
constituting only about 25 per cent of total households, but controlling 95 per cent of
total land assets and 92 per cent of total non-land assets.

On the other hand, Dalits who formed 12 per cent of all village households in Katkuian
only commanded 0.8 per cent of all land assets and 1.4 per cent of all non-land assets in
the village. Similarly, the EBCs constituted 47 per cent of all village households, but
controlled only 16 per cent of total land assets and 16 per cent of total non-land
assets in the village.

In Nayanagar, the situation was worse. The EBCs constituted about 31 per cent of the
population, but their share in value of land was only about 3 per cent and in value of
non-land assets only about 4 per cent. The BC-2 category formed 10 per cent of all
village households, but owned only 0.6 per cent of the total land assets and 1 per

Table 21 Total household assets, land and non-land, owned by households in different caste
categories as a proportion of assets owned by all households, Katkuain andNayanagar, 2012 in
per cent

Caste category Katkuian Nayanagar

Land assets Non-land assets Land assets Non-land assets

EBC 16.1 16.2 3.2 4.0
BC-2 80.4 77.2 0.6 1.1
Other 2.2 4.3 94.7 91.6
Scheduled Caste (SC) 0.8 1.4 1.5 3.2
Scheduled Tribe (ST) 0.5 0.8 0.0 0.0
All 100 100 100 100

Source: Project on Agrarian Relations in India (PARI) survey, 2012.
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cent of the total non-land assets. Strikingly, the SCs constituted about 34 per cent of all
village households, but their share in total value of land assets was 1.5 per cent and
about 3 per cent in total value of non-land assets. This strengthens our argument of
centralization of land in a few hands while the large mass of households remained
landless or held poor-quality land. It is also noteworthy that the share of the BC-2
caste category and the Bhumihars in total non-land assets was lower than their
share in total land assets, reflecting their higher control over land in the village.
Land, it seems, continued to be the source of economic power for these two groups,
but more so for the Bhumihars in Nayanagar.

CONCLUDING OBSERVATIONS

Present-day Katkuian and Nayanagar show evidence of two different types of
landholding and caste structures. Many recent studies, such as Sahay (2020), argue
that there is no landlordism in Bihar any more. Our findings from Nayanagar
challenge such an understanding and show the persistence of landlordism, now
transformed into a system of capitalist landlordism but still rooted in almost
complete land monopoly by a few dominant households from a certain caste – in
this case, Bhumihars. On the other hand, Katkuian shows the supplanting of the
hitherto dominant Bhumihars by a few from the middle castes.

The present-day land and caste structure in Katkuian is a result of the upheaval of the
1990s. The class of Bhumihar landlords who had controlled almost all the land left the
village in those years for nearby towns such as Bettiah and/or even Patna. However,
they continue to own hundreds of bighas (one bigha is 1.5 acres) in the village even
today, as reported by their managers in the village. In Katkuian, recent
improvements in transportation and connectivity have allowed a large section of the
landless, small, and marginal farming households to build upon older migratory
routes towards rural Punjab, and this has given rise to newer arrangements of
tenancy that provide access to land to these sections of the population. These
arrangements, however, have not yet changed the ownership patterns of land.

Landlessness continues to be very high in both the study villages. The problem of
landlessness is more severe in Nayanagar, but the situation is not all that different
in Katkuian. The prevalence of tenancy enables landless groups to access land in
Katkuian, but it appears that much of the leased-out land was leased in by dominant
households and only a small proportion of landless households were lessees. Dalits,
in particular, were almost completely outside tenancy arrangements in both the
villages.

Overall, the partial destruction of older socio-political relations in Katkuian aided by
the OBC resurgence in the political sphere in Bihar during the 1990s has provided
social and economic mobility to a larger section of the village population across
castes, but has not led to a fundamental change in the structure of land ownership.
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In strong contrast, Nayanagar continues to be a Bhumihar-dominated villagewith little
social freedom for its residents, and a strengthening of the hold of a few families over
practically all resources in the village.
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