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ACCIDENTAL GAMBLERS

Vidarbha, a major cotton growing region in central India, has been the epicentre 

of a protracted agrarian crisis. Chronic indebtedness and farmers’ suicides 

continue unabated despite decades of state intervention. Going beyond the 

contemporary discourse that finds fault in neoliberal policies and integration 

with global markets, this fascinating book tells the story of how nineteenth-

century ‘accidents’, particularly in the form of events and processes, ushered in 

institutional transformations that shaped the region’s cotton economy.

By drawing insights from the authors’ longitudinal study in villages of the 

region spanning twelve years, Accidental Gamblers presents the ‘gambles’ that 

farmers are part of in addition to the detailed historical account of the political 

economy and development of the cotton economy of the region. The novelty of 

combining a long view of history and evidence based on primary field research 

results in a book that underscores the importance of investigating roots of 

agrarian crisis and paying attention to adjustments of farm households, at a 

crucial juncture in India’s economic transformation.

Sarthak Gaurav is an associate professor in economics in the Shailesh J. Mehta 

School of Management at IIT Bombay. He has worked on risk and vulnerability 

of agricultural households in Vidarbha and Gujarat since 2008 and cofounded 

the Behavioural Lab and Geospatial Information Science and Engineering 

(GISE) Hub at IIT Bombay.

Thiagu Ranganathan is an associate professor at the Centre for Development 

Studies, Thiruvananthapuram. He has worked on various issues in agricultural 

economics and development economics, including agricultural price risk 

management and implications of water scarcity on rural livelihood diversification.
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This book is the culmination of our dabbling with several troubling questions 

about economic development and society for over twelve years. As we began 

drafting the book proposal in the winter of 2019, we could not help but wonder 

about the series of extraordinary coincidences that piqued our interest in 

agricultural risk. We believe it is important to briefly mention two coincidences 

that played their part in our commitment to the historical inquiry and 

longitudinal study that forms the foundation of this book. 

First, we joined and quit the Centre for Insurance and Risk Management 

(CIRM), Institute for Financial Management and Research (IFMR), Chennai, 

around the same time. The experience at CIRM sensitized us to the limits of 

market-based risk management solutions and the centrality of the state in 

enabling farmers to manage risks. Gaurav went on to pursue his doctoral 

research on the risk and vulnerability of agricultural households at the Indira 

Gandhi Institute of Development Research (IGIDR), Mumbai, that resulted 

in the study of five villages in Vidarbha region of Maharashtra from 2009 to 

2013. Then he worked on the longitudinal study of Palanpur village over the next 

two years spent at the London School of Economics and Political Science (LSE) 

and Centre de Sciences Humaines (CSH), New Delhi. Second, Ranganathan 

completed his PhD on Soybean futures markets at the Indian Institute of 

Technology Bombay (IIT Bombay). He joined the Agricultural Economics 

Research Unit (AERU) at the Institute of Economic Growth (IEG), New Delhi 

and subsequently joined the Indian Institute of Management Nagpur (IIM 

Nagpur)—at the heart of Vidarbha and the winter capital of Maharashtra—as 

a faculty in 2017. As luck would have it, Gaurav had joined IIT Bombay by then 

as a faculty. These serendipitous developments not only reinforced our resolve 
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PARI Project on Agrarian Relations in India

PBW pink bollworm

PDKV Dr Panjabrao Deshmukh Krishi Vidyapeeth

PDS Public Distribution System

PMFBY Pradhan Mantri Fasal Bima Yojana

PMJDY Pradhan Mantri Jan-Dhan Yojana

PM-KISAN Pradhan Mantri Kisan Samman Nidhi (Prime Minister’s 

Farmer’s Tribute Fund)

POCRA Project on Climate Resilient Agriculture

RCT randomized control trial

RMMS Rasthriya Mill Mazdoor Sangh

RSBY Rashtriya Swasthya Bima Yojana

RWBCIS Restructured Weather-Based Crop Insurance Scheme

RWS reference weather station

SAS situation assessment survey

SBC special backward classes

SC scheduled caste

SEBC socially and economically backward class

SHC soil health card

SHG self-help group
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ABBREVIATIONS xxiii

SIT special investigation team

SOPA Soybean Processors Association of India

SPNF Subhash Palekar Natural Farming

SRC States Reorganization Commission

SRTT Sir Ratan Tata Trust

SSP single super phosphate

ST scheduled tribe

UPA United Progressive Alliance

VDSA Village Dynamics Studies in South Asia

VER vulnerability as uninsured exposure to risk

VIDC Vidarbha Irrigation Development Corporation

VIIDP Vidarbha Intensive Irrigation Development Programme

VLS village-level study

VNSS Vasantrao Naik Sheti Swavlamban Mission

WBCIS Weather-Based Crop Insurance Scheme

WTO World Trade Organization

WTP willingness to pay

WUA Water User Association

ZBNF zero budget natural farming
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