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R E S E A R C H A R T I C L E

Changes in India’s Rural Labour Market in the 2000s:
Evidence from the Census of India and the

National Sample Survey

Jayan Jose Thomas* and M. P. Jayesh†

Abstract: This paper examines changes in India’s rural labour market after 1991,

but mainly in the 2000s, using evidence from the Census and the National Sample

Survey (NSS). The Census data show a large decline in the size of main

cultivators and an increase in the size of marginal agricultural labourers in the

two decades after 1991. These changes were more marked in the eastern,

northern, and central- eastern States, than in the western and southern States of

the country. The combined size of cultivators and agricultural labourers increased

between 2001 and 2011, according to the Census. On the other hand, the NSS

registered a decline in the size of the agricultural work force and an increase in

rural construction jobs after the mid-2000s. The discrepancies between these two

data sources are particularly striking in some States, including Bihar, Odisha,

Madhya Pradesh, and Rajasthan. The findings of this paper suggest that a

structural transformation of the work force away from agriculture is yet to begin

in many parts of rural India, and that the optimism generated by the NSS data on

this count is perhaps unwarranted. At the same time, the paper highlights some

of the problems with India’s employment statistics, especially with regard to

measuring the short-term migration of workers.

Keywords: Rural labour markets, Census of India, National Sample Survey,

agricultural workforce, rural construction, regions of India, India.

INTRODUCTION

This paper examines some aspects of the changes that occurred in India’s rural labour
market after 1991, but mainly in the 2000s. The analysis here is based on data from two
sources: the Economic Tables of the Census of India, and the Employment and
Unemployment Surveys (EUS) of the National Sample Survey Organisation (NSSO).
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A study of India’s labour markets is important for a number of reasons. To begin with,
there is the so-called “demographic dividend” or acceleration in growth of India’s
working-age population. World Bank estimates show that India’s population in the
age-group of 15 to 59 years will increase by approximately 200 million between 2010
and 2030. This is likely to lead to a sharp rise in the potential labour force of the country.

It is therefore important to examine whether the demand for labour in the country is
rising in line with the increase in labour supply. India today is one of the fastest
growing large economies of the world. However, on the other side of the coin is the
fact that recent economic growth has largely relied on partial successes in the
services sector, while the agricultural and industrial sectors have suffered from
many limitations. Such a pattern of growth has led to a crisis in employment
creation in the country as a whole (Thomas 2012). The challenge of employment
generation is more daunting in less-developed States such as Bihar and Uttar
Pradesh, in the country’s eastern and northern regions, than elsewhere. The increase
in the working-age population, and therefore in the potential labour force, is
expected to be faster in these States.

The pattern of economic and employment growth in India has implications for the
structural transformation of the country’s labour force. The movement of “surplus
labour” from traditional (also agricultural or informal) sectors to modern (also
industrial or formal) sectors – as famously modelled by Arthur Lewis (1954) – has
been an important characteristic of India’s economic development. With the surplus
labour reserves getting used up, the share and absolute size of the agricultural
workforce show a decline, and real wages begin to rise in the economy (Fields 2004).
The East Asian “tiger” economies of Taiwan and South Korea had reached such a
turning point in their development by the mid-1960s, note Fei and Ranis (1975).
Some observers believe that China too is reaching a stage in which it will have little
surplus labour remaining in agriculture (Xiaobo et al. 2011; Li et al. 2012).

In 1983, the shares of agriculture and allied activities in India’s gross domestic product
(GDP) and total employment were 35.1 per cent and 68.2 per cent respectively. By
2011–12, agriculture and allied activities accounted for a share of only 14 per cent of
India’s GDP. Nevertheless, these sectors continue to employ approximately half
(47.5 per cent in 2011–12) of India’s workforce, according to National Sample Survey
(NSS) data (Thomas 2015).

Given this context, one of themain objectives of this paper is to examinewhether there
are signs of a definitive movement of India’s rural workforce away from the
agricultural sector. Studies using NSS data noted an absolute decline in the size of
India’s agricultural work force for the first time in the second half of the 2000s.
Between 2004–05 and 2011–12, the work force engaged in agriculture and allied
activities in the country declined by 33.3 million, whereas employment in rural
construction increased by 20.5 million. The decline of agricultural employment and
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rise in rural construction jobs after the mid-2000s were especially marked in some of
the less-developed agricultural States of the country, such as Bihar, Uttar Pradesh,
Madhya Pradesh, Rajasthan, and Odisha. Thus, the NSS data suggested that a shift
of the labour force away from agriculture, on lines suggested by the Lewisian
model, might have actually begun in India (Chand and Srivastava 2014; Thomas 2015).

However, evidence from the Census of India presented in this paper raises questions
regarding the extent and nature of such a structural transformation of the work
force in rural India. The Census data show a considerable increase in marginal
agricultural labourers in the 2000s, especially in regions of the country where the
NSS had registered a decline in the size of the agricultural work force and a rise in
rural construction jobs.

There have been important regional differences, over the years, with respect to the pace
and nature of the growth of the labour force in India. In this paper, for region-wise
analysis, Indian States have been categorized according to their geographical
location. Thus, States belonging to the northern, southern, western, eastern,
central-eastern, and north-eastern regions have been grouped and analysed
together. Further details are available in Appendix A and Appendix Table A1.

SIZE OF THE WORK FORCE

Definition of Workers

The definition ofworkers according to theCensus of India (from 1981 onwards) and the
Employment and Unemployment Surveys (EUS) conducted by the National Sample
Survey Organisation (NSSO) are examined here. According to the Census, workers
are persons who participate in “any economically productive activity with or
without compensation, wages or profit.” Workers include supervisors, part-time
helpers, unpaid workers, as well as those engaged in cultivation or milk production
solely for domestic consumption.1

The NSSO defines “workers” as “persons who, at the time of enumeration, are engaged
in any economic activity that adds value to the national product.” Such activities may
include (i) the production of all goods and services for the market; (ii) government
services; (iii) the production of primary commodities for own consumption; and (iv)
own-account production of fixed assets, including the construction of own houses,
roads, and wells.

The Census categorises workers as main and marginal based on the number of days
they worked during the reference period, which is one year preceding the date of
enumeration. Main workers are persons who worked for a major part of the

1 http://censusindia.gov.in/Metadata/Metada.htm#2
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reference period (that is, for six months or more). Persons whoworked for less than six
months during the reference period are termed marginal workers.

The NSSO defines “usual principal status workers” as persons who worked for a
“relatively large part” of the reference period, which is one year preceding the date
of the survey. From the rest of the population, the NSSO identifies “usual subsidiary
status workers,” persons who worked for at least 30 days during the reference period.

As shown above, there are broad similarities in the definitions of workers according to
the Census and the NSSO. At the same time, it should be noted that the definition of
main workers (workers who worked for six months or more) in the Census has
greater clarity than the NSSO’s definition of principal status workers (workers who
worked for a relatively large part of the reference period). Consider, for instance,
the case of a person who worked for five-and-a-half months. While the Census
would automatically exclude him/her from the category of main workers, it is
possible that an NSSO investigator would decide to include him/her in the category
of principal status workers. On the other hand, the definition of marginal workers
(workers who worked for short periods, between 0 and 6 months) in the Census is
more ambiguous than the NSSO’s definition of subsidiary status workers (workers
who worked for at least 30 days). The ambiguities in definitions discussed above
may lead to serious problems in estimating the true size of the work force, especially
when the investigators are not very well trained – and worse, if these investigators
are employed on a contract basis by the statistical agencies.

Increasing migration of workers in search of employment opportunities is another
factor that poses problems for the estimation of the true size and nature of the work
force. Consider the case of a short-term migrant who works as a construction
worker in an urban location for close to six months, and returns to his village to
engage in agricultural work for the rest of the year. He will be considered a rural
resident, but investigators will find it difficult to define precisely the nature and
location of his work.

In this paper, estimates of the work force based on the Census are compared with
estimates based on an NSSO survey conducted close to the Census year. Thus,
trends in employment in India emerging from Census 1981, Census 1991, Census
2001, and Census 2011 are compared with trends from NSSO surveys held in 1983
(38th Round), 1993–94 (50th Round), 1999–2000 (55th Round), and 2011–12 (68th
Round), respectively.

Work Force Participation Rates

A well-known challenge faced by the Indian economy is the small size of its labour
force relative to the size of the population, especially with respect to women. In
2013, the labour force participation rate (LPR) in India was only 52 per cent, as
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compared to 71 per cent in China and 65.5 per cent in Brazil (taking into account
the population aged 15 years and above).2 LPR denotes the sum of persons who are
employed and persons who are unemployed but seeking jobs as a proportion of
the population. The proportion of persons in the population who are employed is
denoted by the work force participation rate (WPR) or worker population ratio. In
2011, according to data from the Census, the WPR in India was 53.2 per cent for
males and only 25.5 per cent for females (considering population of all ages) (Table 1).

The WPRs for both men and women according to the Censuses of 1981 and 1991 were
less than the correspondingWPRs registered by theNSSO surveys in 1983 and 1993–94,
respectively. The differences between the two rates were particularly large in the case
of females. The female WPR was 22.3 per cent only according to Census 1991, but 28.6
per cent according to the NSSO in 1993–94 (see Tables 1 and 2). It has been argued that
the Censuses of 1981 and 1991 underestimated marginal occupations, especially of
females, resulting in lower WPR estimates (Kumar and Sharma 2002; Bhagat and
Das 2008; Kasturi 2015).

In Census of India 2001, efforts were made to address the issue of underestimation of
the work force by giving better training to enumerators and devoting special attention
to capturemarginal employment of females (Kumar and Sharma 2002; Bhagat andDas
2008). Possibly as a result of these, the WPRs for females estimated from Census 2001
and from the NSSO survey of 1999–2000 converged to almost the same level: 25.6 per
cent and 25.9 per cent respectively. Interestingly, the female WPR as recorded by
Census 2011 (25.5 per cent) was higher than the female WPR estimated from the
NSSO survey of 2011–12 (21.9 per cent) (Tables 1 and 2).

Table 1 Workers as a proportion of population (of all ages) or WPR in India, according to the
Census of India in per cent

Categories 1981 1991 2001 2011

Male Main 51.6 50.9 45.1 43.8
Marginal 1.0 0.6 6.6 9.4
Main and marginal 52.7 51.6 51.7 53.2

Female Main 14.0 15.9 14.7 15.2
Marginal 5.8 6.3 10.9 10.3
Main and marginal 19.8 22.3 25.6 25.5

All workers Main and marginal 36.8 37.5 39.1 39.8

Note: WPR=Work participation rate.
Source: Economic Tables, Census of India, various years.

2 Data obtained from World Development Indicators, World Bank, available at http://data.worldbank.org/
indicator/SL.TLF.CACT.NE.ZS, viewed on April 12, 2016.
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In the case of males, WPRs based on data from the Census and from the NSSO surveys
have been very close to each other. As a proportion of the male population, male
workers formed 54.4 per cent according to the NSSO survey of 2011–12 and 53.2 per
cent according to Census 2011 (Tables 1 and 2). However, the WPRs of persons who
worked for a relatively large part of the reference period and of persons who
worked for only short periods differed greatly between the Census and the NSSO.

Census data showed the proportion of persons in the population who worked for a
major part of the reference year to be smaller than in the NSS, while the proportion
of those who worked for only short periods was bigger. This was true for both male
and female workers. To illustrate, for males, WPR among main workers according
to Census 2011 was 43.8 per cent, much lower than principal status WPR according
to the NSSO survey of 2011–12, which was 53.7 per cent. On the other hand, WPR
among marginal workers (according to Census 2011) and subsidiary status WPR
(according to the NSSO survey of 2011–12) for males in these years were 9.4 per
cent and 0.7 per cent respectively (see Tables 1 and 2). These disparities between the
Census and the NSSO with respect to WPRs may be partly on account of differences
in their definitions of the work force (discussed above).

In studies using data from the NSSO, the actual size of the work force is estimated by
multiplying WPRs from NSSO surveys with population figures from the Censuses of
India. Accordingly, based on the 2011–12 survey of the NSSO, the size of India’s
work force was calculated to be 472.5 million (see Table 3). At the same time, the size
of India’s work force as directly measured by Census 2011 was marginally higher,
482 million. However, the differences between the estimates based on the two data
sources were much greater for various categories of workers. Persons who worked
for a major part of the reference year numbered 362 million according to Census
2011, but a much higher 435 million according to the NSSO survey of 2011–12. At
the same time, persons who worked for only a short period numbered 119 million
according to the Census, and 38 million according to the NSSO (see Tables 3 and 4).

Table 2 Workers as a proportion of population (of all ages) or WPR in India, according to the
NSSO in per cent

1983 1993–94 1999–2000 2004–5 2011–12

Male PS 52.1 53.2 52.0 53.6 53.7
SS 1.7 1.3 0.7 1.1 0.7
UPSS 53.8 54.5 52.7 54.7 54.4

Female PS 21.8 20.6 20.3 21.5 16.1
SS 7.8 8.0 5.6 7.2 5.8
UPSS 29.6 28.6 25.9 28.7 21.9

All workers UPSS 42.0 42.0 39.7 42.0 38.6

Note: NSSO=National Sample Survey Organisation; PS=principal status workers; SS=subsidiary status workers;
UPSS=usual principal and usual subsidiary status workers; WPR=work participation rate.
Source: NSSO (2014), p.99.
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Regional Variations

Census data show work force participation rates to vary widely across States (Tables 5
and 6). Strikingly,WPRs in thewestern and southern Stateswerewell above the nation-
wide average, while WPRs in the eastern and northern States were below the national
average. The lead of the western and southern States is particularly substantial if we

Table 3 Size of India’s work force according to Census of India (2001, 2011) and NSSO surveys
(1999–2000, 2011–12) in millions

2011 or 2011–12 2001 or 1999–2000 Net increase between
2001 (1999–2000)
and 2011 (2011–12)

Persons Males Females Persons Males Females Persons Males Females

Main workers
(Census) 362.4 273.1 89.3 313.0 240.1 72.9 49.4 33.0 16.4

PS workers
(NSSO) 434.6 339.3 95.4 367.4 270.3 97.1 67.2 69.0 –1.7

Marginal
workers
(Census) 119.3 58.7 60.6 89.2 34.9 54.4 30.1 23.8 6.2

SS workers
(NSSO) 37.9 4.3 33.6 31.0 4.1 26.9 6.9 0.2 6.7

Main and
marginal
workers 481.7 331.9 149.9 402.2 275.0 127.2 79.5 56.9 22.7

PS and SS
workers 472.5 343.5 129.0 398.4 274.4 124.0 74.1 69.1 5.0

Notes: NSSO=National Sample Survey Organisation; PS=principal status workers; and SS=subsidiary status
workers.
Source: NSSO (2014); Economic Tables, Census of India 2011.

Table 4 Main and marginal workers, and population of India in millions

Main workers Marginal workers Increase between
1991 and 2011

Population
in 2011

1991 2001 2011 1991 2001 2011 Main Marginal

India 286 313 362 28 89 119 76 91 1211
South 77 81 94 5 16 18 17 13 253
West 46 52 65 5 11 10 19 5 175
North 71 82 94 8 28 38 23 30 369
East 46 51 54 3 17 29 8 26 228
Central-
East 35 36 42 5 14 20 7 15 140

North-East 11 11 13 1 4 5 2 4 46

Source: Economic Tables, Census of India, various years.
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consider the participation rates of only main workers. In 2011, main workers as a
proportion of the population among males was 51.9 per cent in the western States,
but only 37.4 per cent in the eastern States. For females, the corresponding
proportions were 23.6 per cent in the southern States and only 8.8 per cent in the
eastern States (Tables 5 and 6).

Across States, in the case of males, the proportions (in respective populations) of main
workers according to Census 2011 were lower than the proportions of principal status
workers according to theNSSO survey of 2011–12 (see Figure 1). On the other hand, the
proportions of marginal workers were higher than the proportions of subsidiary status
workers. Both the differences between main WPR and principal status WPR, and
between marginal WPR and subsidiary status WPR, were high in several States. All

Table 5 Work Participation Rates: Main workers and marginal workers as percentage of
population in various regions of India, males, 1991 to 2011

Region Main workers Marginal workers Change in
percentage points,

1991 to 2011

1991 2001 2011 1991 2001 2011 Main Marginal

India 50.9 45.1 43.8 0.6 6.6 9.4 �7.1 8.8
South 53.5 49.9 50.9 0.7 5.9 6.7 �2.6 5.9
West 51.9 49.2 51.9 0.7 4.5 4.6 0.0 3.8
North 49.6 41.8 39.6 0.4 6.9 10.1 �10.0 9.6
East 48.9 42.8 37.4 0.5 7.5 13.7 �11.5 13.2
Central-East 51.9 44.2 42.9 0.8 7.8 11.8 �9.0 11.0
North-East 48.2 42.5 44.1 1.0 7.1 9.1 �4.2 8.1

Source: Economic Tables, Census of India, various years.

Table 6 Work Participation Rates: Main workers and marginal workers as percentage of
population in various regions of India, females, 1991 to 2011

Region Main workers Marginal workers Change in
percentage points,

1991 to 2011

1991 2001 2011 1991 2001 2011 Main Marginal

India 15.9 14.6 15.2 0.6 6.6 9.4 �0.7 8.8
South 24.3 21.8 23.6 0.7 5.9 6.7 �0.7 5.9
West 22.0 19.5 21.1 0.7 4.5 4.6 �1.0 3.8
North 8.3 10.0 10.2 0.4 6.9 10.1 1.9 9.6
East 9.1 9.2 8.8 0.5 7.5 13.7 �0.3 13.2
Central-East 19.3 15.6 15.9 0.8 7.8 11.8 �3.4 11.0
North-East 16.7 13.6 14.3 1.0 7.1 9.1 �2.5 8.1

Source: Economic Tables, Census of India, various years.
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these States – namely, Jharkhand, Odisha, Bihar, Himachal Pradesh, Jammu and
Kashmir, Uttar Pradesh, Madhya Pradesh, Chhattisgarh, and West Bengal (Figure 1)
– belong to the eastern, central-eastern or northern regions of India. Many of them
are poorer and more agricultural than the rest of India.

The reason for the discrepancies discussed above is, it appears, the disagreement
between the Census and the NSSO on the nature of employment of a segment of the
population within these States. While the NSSO found that these workers were
employed for a relatively large part of the reference period, the Census estimated
that they worked for only short periods. Consider, for instance, the case of Bihar in
the Census year 2011 (National Sample Survey year 2011–12). Both the Census and
the NSSO found that 46 to 47 per cent of the male population in the State were
employed. According to the NSSO, almost all these workers had worked for a
relatively large part of the previous year. Principal status WPR was 46.3 per cent
while subsidiary status WPR was only 0.5 per cent. However, according to the
Census, main workers accounted for only 31.5 per cent and marginal workers for
14.6 per cent of the male population in Bihar.
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NSSO DATA ON CHANGES IN LABOUR MARKETS SINCE THE 1990S

How have India’s labour markets changed since the 1990s? A number of studies have
attempted to answer this question using evidence from the NSSO surveys. These
studies identify distinct phases with respect to the size and nature of employment
generated in the country in the post-1990 years (Thomas 2012 and 2015; Chand and
Srivastava 2014; Mehrotra et al. 2014).

According toNSSO surveys conducted in 1993–94 and 1999–2000, employment growth
in India slowed down markedly in the 1990s. Overall WPR and WPR for principal
status workers in the country declined between these years for males and females
(Table 2). The net increase in employment fell to 24 million between 1993–94 and
1999–2000, from 71 million between 1983 and 1993–94. Further, a large share of the
incremental employment created in the country in the 1990s was on account of
casual labour (Thomas 2012). The employment growth trends that emerged from the
NSSO surveys raised concerns about the sustainability of the economic reforms
inaugurated in the country in the 1990s.

According to the NSSO, India’s overall employment growth showed noticeably
different trends in the first and second half of the 2000s. Between 1999–2000 and
2004–5, WPRs increased for both males and females, and overall employment in the
country increased sharply, by 59.4 million. On the other hand, between 2004–5 and
2011–12, WPR declined steeply for females and overall employment increased by
only 14.7 million (Table 2 and Thomas 2015). However, as previous studies have
shown, the overall employment growth figures referred to above give a somewhat
misleading picture of the nature of employment growth in the first half and second
half of the 2000s.

Almost one-third of the increase in employment in India in the first half of the
2000s (17.4 million out of 59.4 million) occurred in agriculture and allied activities.
Further, of the incremental employment in agriculture in this period, an
overwhelming proportion (15.5 million out of 17.4 million) was accounted for by
self-employed rural females (Thomas 2015). The rise in agricultural employment in
the first half of the 2000s was perplexing, mainly because these were years in which
GDP growth in agriculture had been statistically insignificant. Given this context,
some scholars have suggested that the increase in agricultural employment in the
first half of the 2000s was distress-driven (Abraham 2009; Thomas 2012).

In the second half of the 2000s, employment in agriculture and allied activities fell by
33.3 million, non-agricultural employment rose by 48 million, and, as a result, overall
employment in India increased by only 14.7 million. The decline in agricultural
employment in India after the mid-2000s was, to a large extent, due to the
withdrawal of females from self-employment in agriculture (Thomas 2015).
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Factors Influencing the Movement of the Work Force Away from Agriculture

Previous studies have argued that both “push” and “pull” factors triggered themovement
of the work force away from agriculture after the mid-2000s (Thomas 2012; Chand and
Srivastava 2014; Thomas 2015). On the one hand, it is well known that there is a high
degree of inequality in rural India, especially with respect to land distribution (with a
few notable exceptions, namely, the States of Kerala, West Bengal, Tripura, Himachal
Pradesh, and Mizoram) (Appendix Table B1). Further, the agricultural sector is
overcrowded, with the agricultural population (cultivators and agricultural labourers
combined) per unit of sown area of agricultural land being particularly high in States
like Bihar, Uttar Pradesh, West Bengal, and Tamil Nadu (Appendix Table B1).

At the same time, incomes per capita and productivity levels in Indian agriculture are
low. Surveys conducted by the Foundation for Agrarian Studies, for instance, showed
that a significant proportion of cultivator households in selected villages in
Maharashtra and Andhra Pradesh earned negative incomes from crop production in
2005–6 (Ramachandran and Rawal 2010). Public investment in irrigation and
agricultural research has declined from the 1990s onwards. Erratic climatic patterns
– droughts, floods, and unseasonal rains – have added to the vulnerability of Indian
farmers. Farmers’ suicides continue to be reported from several regions of the
country. There are also increasing instances across the country of farmland being
acquired for commercial and industrial purposes. Because of all these factors,
workers are under intense pressure to move out of the agricultural sector.

A number of “pull” factors also appear to have been critical in drawing the work force
out of agriculture. First, after a phase of stagnation in the 1990s, the growth of
agricultural incomes in India revived in 2004–5 and this growth continued at a fast
pace until 2011–12 (Chand et al. 2015). Secondly, the NSS data record a marked
acceleration in the growth of employment in construction jobs in rural India after
2004–5. Notably, a significant part of the increase in construction jobs occurred in
the States of Bihar, Uttar Pradesh, Rajasthan, and Madhya Pradesh.

Thirdly, a sharp rise in the population of students in India, notably in rural areas and
among females, has influenced India’s labour market since the 2000s (Thomas 2015).
The ratios of students to population among rural males and rural females belonging
to the age-group 15 to 19 years increased by 20 percentage points between 2004–5
and 2011–12. These ratios rose to 64 per cent and 54 per cent (for rural males and
rural females) respectively by 2011–12. Students accounted for 47 million (or 72 per
cent) of the incremental population of 65 million in India’s rural areas in this period.
The decline in the number of workers employed in agriculture went hand in hand
with a marked rise in persons attending educational institutions in rural India. It is
noteworthy that the fall in agricultural employment in India between 2004–5 and
2011–12 was almost entirely accounted for by persons less than 35 years of age
(Thomas 2015).
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Lastly, theMahatmaGandhiNational Rural EmploymentGuaranteeAct (MGNREGA),
launched by the Central Government in the mid-2000s, has had a substantial impact on
rural employment and ruralwages. In 2011–12, 6.7million casualworkerswere engaged
in publicworks in the country, ofwhom2.9millionworkerswere employed through the
MGNREGA (Thomas 2015). Thomas (2014) showed that casual employment in public
works accounted for 69 per cent of the incremental non-agricultural employment for
rural females in the country between 2004–5 and 2011–12. Chand and Srivastava
(2014) noted that the impact of MGNREGA on total labour supply in rural India may
have been limited, but the rural employment scheme played a major role in raising
real wages in the country’s rural areas after the mid-2000s.

Usami (2012) found that the real wages of agricultural labourers in India remained
stagnant or even declined slightly between 1999–2000 and 2006–7, but real wages
began to rise after 2007–8. According to the NSS data, the average annual growth rate
of real wages of casual workers among rural females (aged 15–59 years) engaged in
work other than public works, which was only 1.4 per cent between 1999–2000 and
2004–5, accelerated to 4.4 per cent between 2004–5 and 2009–10, and to 7.2 per cent
between 2004–05 and 2011–12. A similar acceleration in wage rates occurred in the
case of rural males as well (Thomas 2015). Thorat and Dubey (2012) noted that
consumption expenditure improved and poverty declined in rural India between 2004–
5 and 2009–10. It has therefore been argued that the withdrawal of workers, especially
female workers, from agriculture from the mid-2000s onwards was associated with an
improvement – not a worsening – of economic conditions in rural India (Thomas 2012).

Hurdles in the Way of the Structural Transformation of the Work Force

At the same time, however, India faces several hurdles in theway of a large-scale transfer
of its work force to industry and services. First, it is clear that the increase in non-
agricultural employment in India in the 2000s was inadequate to meet the challenge of
rising labour supply. Using NSSO data, Thomas (2014) has shown that the labour force
engaged in India’s non-agricultural sectors could have potentially grown at a rate of
14.7 million a year between 2004–5 and 2011–12 (considering the rate of growth of the
working-age population, the rate of growth of the population of students, and the rate
at which workers were exiting agriculture in this period). At the same time, Thomas
(2014) also found that the actual rate of growth of non-agricultural employment in the
country in the period 2004–5 to 2011–12 was far slower, 6.5 million jobs a year.

Secondly, it is noteworthy that construction – which is a relatively low-wage sector
–accounted for almost half of the incremental non-agricultural employment (23.9
million out of 48 million workers) generated in India between 2004–5 and 2011–12.
Further, it is not very clear what accounts for the large increases, as reported by NSS
data, in the number of persons employed in rural construction in States such as
Uttar Pradesh, Rajasthan, and Bihar since the mid-2000s (Thomas 2012). The rise in
development expenditure by the Central and State governments after the mid-2000s
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may have aided rural employment generation in these States.3 The increase in
construction of pucca houses in rural areas may also have been a factor that helped
the growth of rural construction jobs.

At the same time, it is striking that the value added per rural construction worker fell
sharply in India after the mid-2000s. Thomas (2012) showed that the construction
sector contributed only 8.6 per cent to India’s GDP growth between 2004–5 and
2009–10, despite the fact that this sector accounted for more than 80 per cent of the
incremental non-agricultural employment generated in the country in the same period.

Thirdly, one of the biggest hurdles to the structural transformation of the work force is
the slow growth of manufacturing employment in India. In 2011–12, the
manufacturing sector employed only 61.3 million or 13 per cent of the country’s
total work force. Between 2004–5 and 2011–12, the manufacturing sector generated
only 5.1 million new jobs, or approximately 10 per cent of the incremental non-
agricultural employment (48 million) created in the country in this period. The
growth of manufacturing employment slowed down after the mid-2000s,
particularly with respect to small, unorganised sector industries (Thomas 2015). In
comparison, the manufacturing sector played a far bigger role in the economic
transformation of the East Asian countries and China. Bramall (2006) has described
how rural industrialisation helped transform the Chinese countryside after 1978,
providing close to 200 million jobs to rural workers and reducing rural poverty.

Finally, the falling elasticity of employment in the services sector is another cause
of concern. Employment was created in India’s services sector at a rate of 2.6
million jobs a year between 1983 and 1993–4, which rose to 3.6 million jobs a year
between 1993–4 and 2004–5, but fell to 2.7 million jobs a year between 2004–5
and 2011–12 (Thomas 2015). Employment creation in community, social, and
personal services (which include education and government services) slowed down
sharply from the 1990s onwards. These services generated a total of 11.6 million jobs
between 1983 and 1993–4, 9 million jobs between 1993–4 and 2004–5, and only 3.4
million jobs between 2004–5 and 2011–12 (ibid.). The slow growth of employment in
manufacturing and services has been a hindrance to not only the structural
transformation of the work force, but also to female participation in the labour force.

WORKERS’ TRANSITION FROM AGRICULTURE: EVIDENCE FROM THE CENSUS OF INDIA

Size and Composition of the Agricultural Work Force

Census of India data allow us to categorise workers into cultivators, agricultural
labourers, and workers other than cultivators and agricultural labourers. The last
category includes non-agricultural workers, as well as workers in activities allied to

3 Das Gupta (2010) notes that there has been an improvement in Bihar’s development expenditure since the mid-
2000s.
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agriculture such as plantations and forests. According to Census 2011, out of India’s
total work force of 481.7 million, 118.7 million were cultivators and 144 million were
agricultural labourers. Cultivators and agricultural labourers together numbered 263
million or 54.6 per cent of the country’s work force in 2011 (Table 7).

It is striking that the proportion of India’s work force engaged in agriculture is much
higher inCensus of India data than in theNSS data. TheNSSO survey of 2011–12 found
that workers engaged in agriculture and allied activities numbered 225 million out of
India’s estimatedwork force of 472.5million, or 47.6 per cent of the totalwork force (see
Table 8). Of these, workers employed in activities allied to agriculture – animal
production (12.7 million), forestry and logging (0.7 million), and fishing and
aquaculture (1.6 million) – constituted 14.9 million. Therefore, workers engaged in
the agricultural sector alone numbered 210 million or 44.5 per cent of the total work
force according to the NSSO, less than the combined share of cultivators and
agricultural labourers (54.6 per cent) in the work force according to the Census.

On the other hand, workers engaged in non-agricultural occupations numbered 248
million or 52.4 per cent of the total work force according to the NSSO survey of
2011–12 (see Table 8). In comparison, according to Census 2011, workers other than
cultivators and agricultural labourers numbered only 219 million or 45.4 of the total
work force (see Table 7).

The NSSO categorises workers into casual workers, regular employees, and the self-
employed. The self-employed in agriculture correspond roughly to cultivators.
According to the NSSO survey of 2011–12, the self-employed in agriculture and
allied activities numbered 147 million. This was almost 30 million more than the
number of cultivators according to Census 2011 (118.7 million) (see Tables 7 and 8).
Even if we separate out the self-employed in agriculture alone according to the
NSSO, that would still number higher than cultivators according to the Census. On
the other hand, the NSSO’s estimate for 2011–12 of casual employees in agriculture

Table 7 Size of employment in India in 2011, and increase in employment between 2001 and
2011, by various categories, according to the Census of India in millions

Employment in 2011 Net increase in
employment, 2001 to 2011

Persons Males Females Persons Males Females

Cultivators 118.7 82.7 36.0 �8.6 �2.7 �5.9
Agricultural labourers 144.3 82.7 61.6 37.6 25.4 12.1
Cultivators and agricultural labourers 263.0 165.4 97.6 28.9 22.7 6.2
Workers other than cultivators
and agricultural labourers 218.7 166.4 52.3 50.9 34.4 16.6

All workers 481.7 331.9 149.9 79.9 57.1 22.8

Source: Economic Tables, Census of India, various years.
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and allied activities (76 million) was considerably lower than the Census 2011 estimate
of agricultural labourers (144 million) (see Tables 7 and 8).

Therefore, with respect to the size of India’s work force dependent on agriculture, the
Census of India gives us a bigger figure than does the NSSO. At the same time, with
respect to the differentiation within that work force, the number of cultivators in the
country according to the Census is lower than the number recorded by the NSSO,
and the number of agricultural labourers according to the Census is higher than the
number recorded by the NSSO.

Changes in the Rural Labour Market after 1991: Census of India and NSSO Data

A noteworthy feature of India’s labour markets in the two decades since 1991 is a
decline in the relative size of the population of main workers and an increase in the
relative size of the population of marginal workers. The number of main workers as
a proportion of the male population fell by almost 7.1 percentage points (from 50.9
per cent to 43.8 per cent) and number of marginal workers as a proportion of the
male population rose by 8.8 percentage points (0.6 per cent to 9.4 per cent) between
1991 and 2011 (Table 1).

Concurrent transformations occurred in India’s agrarian structure: a decline in the size
of the work force of cultivators and an increase in the size of the work force of
agricultural labourers. The number of main cultivators in the country declined from
111 million in 1991 to 104 million in 2001 and 96 million in 2011. Cultivators who
were main workers as a proportion of the male population fell from 20.3 per cent in
1991 to only 11.7 per cent in 2011 – a decline of 8.6 percentage points (see Table 9).
This was the major reason for the fall in the WPR for male main workers by 7.1
percentage points between 1991 and 2011 (referred to above; see Table 1).

Table 8 Size of employment in India in 2011–12, and increase in employment between 1999–
2000 and 2011–12, by various categories, according to the NSSO in millions

Category Employment in 2011–12 Net increase
in employment,

1999–2000 to 2011–12

Persons Males Females Persons Males Females

Self-employed in agriculture and
allied activities 146.6 95.7 50.9 7.7 9.5 �1.8

Casually employed in agriculture
and allied activities 76.0 48.2 27.8 �21.8 �9.5 �12.3

Agriculture, total 224.8 145.6 79.2 �15.5 �1.2 �14.3
Non-agriculture, total 248.3 198.1 50.2 90.1 70.5 19.5
All employed 472.5 343.5 129.0 74.1 69.1 5.0

Note: NSSO=National Sample Survey Organisation
Source: Estimates based on NSSO (2001) and NSSO (2014).
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At the same time, theCensus data also indicated that the number of agricultural labourers
(main and marginal categories combined) in India increased from 86 million in 1991 to
107 million in 2001 and 144 million in 2011. As a proportion of the male population,
male agricultural labourers in the marginal category increased by 4.2 percentage
points (from 0.2 per cent to 4.4 per cent) between 1991 and 2011 (Table 9). This was the
main factor behind the rise, by 8.8 percentage points, in the number of marginal
workers as a proportion of the population of males between 1991 and 2011 (see Table 1).

It is notable that marginal workers accounted for more than half of the net addition to
India’s work force between 1991 and 2011, 91 million marginal workers out of a total
increase of 167 million. In fact, in the 1990s (1991–2001), almost 70 per cent of the
incremental employment in the country was in the category of marginal workers.
However, in the 2000s (2001–2011), a larger number of main workers than marginal
workers were added to India’s work force, 49 million main workers out of a total
increase of 79 million (Table 4).

The combined size of cultivators and agricultural labourers in India climbed from 211
million in 1991 to 234 million in 2001 and 263 million in 2011. It is remarkable that
according to the Census, the population engaged in agriculture (cultivators and
agricultural labourers) went up by 29 million in the 2000s. By contrast, the NSSO
found that the number of workers engaged in agriculture and allied activities declined
by 16 million between 1999–2000 and 2011–12. Workers engaged in agriculture and
allied activities increased by 17.4 million between 1999–2000 and 2004–5, and
subsequently declined by 33.3 million between 2004–5 and 2011–12 (Tables 7 and 8).

There are also differences between the two data sources on the composition of the
agricultural population. While the Census, as noted above, finds a decline in the

Table 9 Workers as a proportion of the population, India, 1991–2011 in per cent

Males Females

Main Marginal Main Marginal

Cultivators 1991 20.3 0.3 5.5 3.2
2001 14.7 1.3 5.1 3.3
2011 11.7 1.6 3.9 2.2

Agricultural labourers 1991 10.6 0.2 7.0 2.6
2001 7.7 3.0 4.5 5.5
2011 8.9 4.4 5.3 5.2

Workers other than cultivators
and agricultural labourers

1991 20.0 0.2 3.4 0.5
2001 22.7 2.2 5.0 2.2
2011 23.3 3.5 6.1 2.8

All workers 1991 50.9 0.6 15.9 6.3
2001 45.1 6.6 14.6 11.0
2011 43.8 9.4 15.2 10.3

Source: Economic Tables, Census of India, various years.
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number of cultivators and a rise in the number of agricultural labourers, the NSSO data
seem to point in a different direction. According to the NSSO, the number of the self-
employed in agriculture rose while the number of casually employed in agriculture fell
between 1999–2000 and 2011–12. Finally, employment in non-agricultural sectors in
India, according to the NSSO, increased by 90 million in the 2000s. The
corresponding increase in workers other than cultivators and agricultural labourers
according to the Census was much less, only 51 million (Tables 7 and 8).

There are interesting differences between the Census and NSSO data with respect to
the growth of female employment in India in the 2000s. The WPR among female
main workers according to Census 2001 (14.7 per cent) was smaller than the WPR
among female principal status workers according to the NSSO of 2004–5 (21.5 per
cent) in the early 2000s. However, over the 2000s, the WPR among female main
workers increased according to the Census (from 14.7 per cent in 2001 to 15.2 per
cent in 2011), while the WPR among female principal status workers decreased
according to the NSSO (from 21.5 per cent in 2004–5 to 16.1 per cent in 2011–12)
(Tables 1 and 2).

Regional Variations

There are substantial regional variations in India with respect to the size and
composition of the agricultural work force. The size of the work force engaged in
agriculture is relatively large in the central-eastern and eastern States. In 2011, the
combined share of cultivators and agricultural labourers within the male population
was 34.2 per cent in the central-eastern States, and 22.8 per cent in the southern
States (Table 10).4

Table 10 Male workers as a proportion of the male population across major regions of India,
2011

Cultivators Agricultural
labourers

Other than
cultivators and
agricultural
labourers

All workers

Main Marginal Main Marginal Main Marginal Main Marginal

India 11.7 1.6 8.9 4.4 23.3 3.5 43.8 9.4
South 9.3 0.5 11.0 2.6 30.6 3.5 50.9 6.7
West 12.4 0.6 9.8 1.7 29.7 2.2 51.9 4.6
North 12.9 2.1 5.8 4.1 20.9 3.9 39.6 10.1
East 8.5 2.1 11.1 7.8 17.8 3.8 37.4 13.7
Central-East 15.4 1.9 10.0 6.9 17.5 2.9 42.9 11.8
North-East 16.8 2.5 4.3 2.5 23.0 4.1 44.1 9.1

Source: Economic Tables, Census of India 2011.

4 See also Appendix Table B2 for the distribution of the work force by various categories across Indian States.
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Both the decline in the size of the work force of main-worker cultivators and the
increase in the size of the work force of marginal-worker agricultural labourers in
India between 1991 and 2011 were more pronounced in the eastern, central-eastern,
and northern States than in the southern and the western States (Table 11 and
Appendix Table B1). Thus, the number of cultivators (main workers) as a proportion
of the male population declined by 10.4 percentage points in the eastern States and
by 6.2 percentage points in the southern States. The number of agricultural
labourers (marginal workers) as a proportion of the male population increased by
7.6 percentage points in the eastern States and by only 2.3 percentage points in the
southern States over the two decades after 1991 (Table 11 and Appendix Table B1).

Parallel to the above, we see that the number of main workers as a proportion of the
male population declined by 11.5 percentage points between 1991 and 2011 in the
eastern States. The corresponding changes were far less in the western States
(hardly any change) and the southern States (a decline of only 2.6 percentage
points). On the other hand, the number of marginal workers as a proportion of the
male population increased by 13.2 percentage points in the eastern States and by
only 3.9 percentage points in the western States (Table 5).

Rural Labour Markets in the 2000s

The agrarian changes discussed above relate to the two decades after 1991. In Figure 2,
we focus more closely on the changes that occurred across Indian States in the 2000s. It
shows that the share of main cultivators in the population decreased, while that of
marginal agricultural labourers increased in the case of males in several eastern,
central-eastern, and northern States. These States are Bihar, Jharkhand,
Chhattisgarh, Madhya Pradesh, Jammu and Kashmir, Uttar Pradesh, Odisha, and

Table 11 Increase in the share of male workers in the male population, 1991–2011 in
percentage points

Cultivators Agricultural
labourers

Other than
cultivators and
agricultural
labourers

All workers

Main Marginal Main Marginal Main Marginal Main Marginal

India �8.6 1.3 �1.7 4.2 3.3 1.3 �7.1 8.8
South �6.2 0.3 �2.9 2.3 6.5 1.1 �2.6 5.9
West �3.7 0.4 0.3 1.5 3.4 0.5 0.0 3.8
North �11.3 1.8 �1.6 4.0 2.6 1.6 �10.0 9.6
East �10.4 1.9 �2.7 7.6 1.6 1.7 �11.5 13.2
Central East �11.0 1.5 �0.1 6.7 2.1 1.1 �9.0 11.0
North East �7.6 1.9 �1.3 2.3 4.7 1.7 �4.2 8.1

Source: Economic Tables, Census of India, various years.
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West Bengal (Figure 2). In Bihar, for instance, the number of cultivators declined from
8.2 million to 7.2 million while the number of agricultural labourers rose from 13.4
million to 18.3 million between 2001 and 2011.

On the other hand, the shares in the population of male cultivators (main workers) and
agricultural labourers (marginal workers) declined in some other States. These include
the southern States of Kerala, Tamil Nadu, Karnataka, and Andhra Pradesh, as well as
Goa and Punjab (Figure 2).

Figure 3 plots the changes in the share of male cultivators (main category) in the male
population and the share of female agricultural labourers (main and marginal
combined) in the female population across Indian States between 2001 and 2011. The
decline in the share of male cultivators (main category) in the male population was
associated with an increase in the share of female agricultural labourers (main and
marginal combined) in the female population in several States, – notably
Chhattisgarh, Madhya Pradesh, Rajasthan, Jharkhand, Odisha, and Andhra Pradesh.
On the other hand, the share of female agricultural labourers (main and marginal
combined) in the female population declined in most southern States (Kerala, Tamil
Nadu, and Karnataka), as well as in Haryana, Punjab, and Goa. It is to be noted that
the share of female agricultural labourers (main and marginal combined) in the
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female population declined in Bihar andUttar Pradesh, whereas it increased noticeably
in Andhra Pradesh, between 2001 and 2011 (Figure 3).

DISCREPANCIES BETWEEN CENSUS DATA AND NSSO DATA

The NSSO surveys show that the size of the work force engaged in agriculture and
allied activities declined in most Indian States between 1999–2000 and 2011–12. On
the other hand, the Census data indicate that the population engaged in agriculture
(cultivators and agricultural labourers combined) increased in absolute numbers in
most Indian States between 2001 and 2011. Clearly, the two data sources are
incompatible with each other when it comes to absolute numbers and even the
direction of growth of the agricultural work force. But is there some consistency
between the Census and the NSSO with respect to the relative rates of growth of the
agricultural work force across States?

We plotted the rankings of Indian States with respect to the rates of growth of the work
force attached to agriculture in the first decade of the 2000s, using data from the Census
and from the NSSO (Figure 4). The rankings based on the two sources are closely
aligned to each other, and even identical in the case of a few States. These are the
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southern States of Kerala, Tamil Nadu, Karnataka, andAndhra Pradesh, aswell asGoa,
Jammu and Kashmir, and Punjab. These States are in the bottom half of the ranking of
Indian States with respect to the growth of the agricultural work force, irrespective of
whether this growth is estimated using Census or NSS data. The shares of the work
force of cultivators and of agricultural labourers in the population were low in
Kerala, Tamil Nadu, Karnataka, and Goa (Figures 2 and 3, and Appendix Table B1).

In Kerala, Tamil Nadu, and Punjab, the level of rural wages was relatively high, and the
growth of ruralwages after themiddle of the decade has been at relatively fast rates. This
indicates that the shift of the work force away from agriculture, as suggested in the
Lewisian model, is under way in these States (Reddy 2015). It is also notable that the
share of the work force of non-agricultural labourers in the population increased
more in the southern States than in the rest of India between 1991 and 2011 (seeTable 11).

The findings from the Census and the NSSO were compatible with each other with
respect to Maharashtra, Assam, and West Bengal. The population dependent on
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agriculture grew faster than the national average in these States in the 2000s, according
to both the data sources.

On the other hand, there were discrepancies between the rankings based on the Census
and the NSSO in Bihar (undivided – we refer to Bihar and Jharkhand combined after
2000), Rajasthan, Odisha, Madhya Pradesh (undivided – we refer to Madhya Pradesh
and Chhattisgarh combined after 2000), Haryana, Uttar Pradesh (undivided –we refer
to Uttar Pradesh and Uttarakhand combined after 2000), and Himachal Pradesh. The
Census recorded much faster growth – in absolute rates and relative to the national
average – of the population dependent on agriculture in some of these States (Bihar,
Rajasthan, Odisha, Madhya Pradesh).

Consider, for instance, the case of Bihar (undivided). According to the NSSO, workers
engaged in agriculture and allied activities in Bihar declined by 2.4 million between
1999–2000 and 2011–12, pushing it to the bottom half of the rankings (with a rank of
13 out of 21) of Indian States with respect to growth of the agricultural work force.
On the other hand, cultivators and agricultural labourers combined increased by 5.4
million in Bihar (undivided) between 2001 and 2011, according to the Census. Bihar
was ranked second out of 21 Indian States with respect to the growth of the number
of cultivators and agricultural labourers in this period.

Understanding the Discrepancies

In order to understand the discrepancies between the Census and theNSSO,we studied
more closely the growth rates of two categories of workers based on the two data
sources: agricultural labourers (marginal workers, and from the Census) and
construction workers (NSSO). Agricultural labourers (marginal workers, and
especially males) contributed the most to the growth of the agricultural work force
in India in the first decade of the 2000s, according to the Census. At the same time,
as discussed earlier, almost half of the incremental non-agricultural employment
generated in India between 2004–5 and 2011–12 (23.9 million out of 48 million) was
in construction, according to the NSSO. An overwhelming proportion of this
increase in construction jobs (20.5 million out of the net increase of 23.9 million)
occurred in rural areas. Further, the largest expansion of rural construction jobs
after the middle of the decade was recorded in the States of Bihar, Madhya Pradesh,
Uttar Pradesh, and Rajasthan (Thomas 2015).

Figure 5 plots the rankings of Indian States with respect to the growth of the work force
of agricultural labourers (marginal) according to the Census and the growth of the
work force of construction workers according to the NSSO. It is remarkable that
these rankings are closely aligned with each other in some States, notably Bihar
(undivided), Madhya Pradesh (undivided), and Odisha. There is close association in
these States even with respect to the growth in absolute numbers of the two worker-
categories. Thus, the increases in the number of agricultural labourers who were
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marginal workers (Census) and construction workers (NSSO) in the first decade of the
2000s were 5.8 million and 4 million respectively in Bihar (undivided), 3.1 million and
3.4million respectively inMadhya Pradesh (undivided), and 1.4million and 1.5million
respectively in Odisha (Table 12). Notably, Bihar, Jharkhand, Madhya Pradesh,
Chhattisgarh, and Odisha were among the States that showed high discrepancies
between the Census and the NSSO with respect to the estimates of growth of the
agricultural work force (Figure 4).

Is it possible that at least a segment of India’s rural work force was identified in 2011/
2011–12 as agricultural labourers (marginal workers) by the Census and as
construction workers by the NSSO? Could this be the reason for the above-
mentioned disparities between the Census and the NSSO?

Indeed, we find that the disparities between the two data sources are considerably
reduced if we compare workers engaged in agriculture and allied activities, and
construction combined (NSSO), with cultivators and agricultural labourers
combined (Census) (Table 12). Consider Bihar (undivided), for instance, where the
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Notes: (i) Plotted on the x-axis are the ranks of States with respect to the growth of UPSS workers (male and
female) engaged in construction between 1999–2000 and 2011–12; plotted on the y-axis are the ranks of States
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Table 12 Net increase in selected categories of employment in India, Census of India 2001 and 2011, and the National Sample Survey Organisation,
1999–2000 and 2011–12 numbers in millions

States Marginal
agricultural
labourers,
Census

Workers in
construction,

NSSO

Cultivators
and

agricultural
labourers,
Census

Workers in
agriculture
and allied
activities,
NSSO

Workers in
agriculture
and allied

activities, and
construction,

NSSO

Workers other
than

cultivators
and

agricultural
labourers,
Census

Workers
in non-

agriculture,
NSSO

Workers
in non-

agriculture
less

construction,
NSSO

All
workers,
Census

All
workers,
NSSO

(1) (2) (3) (4) (5) (6) (7) (8) (9) (10)

Bihar* 5.8 4.0 5.4 �2.4 1.7 4.3 7.4 3.4 9.7 5.0
Madhya
Pradesh* 3.1 3.4 5.3 �0.1 3.3 3.0 6.5 3.1 8.3 6.4

Uttar
Pradesh* 2.8 6.9 3.6 0.5 7.3 9.0 13.6 6.7 12.6 14.1

West Bengal 1.5 1.9 2.3 0.4 2.3 2.9 8.1 6.2 5.2 8.5
Odisha 1.4 1.5 1.6 �0.9 0.6 1.8 3.5 2.0 3.4 2.7
Rajasthan 1.2 3.4 2.9 �1.3 2.1 3.2 6.1 2.7 6.1 4.9
Assam 0.3 0.5 0.9 0.3 0.8 1.5 1.2 0.7 2.5 1.6
Gujarat 0.2 0.3 1.3 �1.0 �0.7 2.2 4.6 4.3 3.5 3.6
Haryana 0.0 0.7 �0.3 �0.1 0.6 0.9 1.9 1.2 0.6 1.8
Punjab 0.0 0.9 0.0 �1.0 �0.1 0.8 2.7 1.8 0.8 1.6
Andhra
Pradesh �0.2 1.8 1.8 �2.9 �1.2 2.8 6.3 4.6 4.6 3.4

Tamil Nadu �0.2 2.5 0.1 �2.3 0.2 5.0 6.3 3.8 5.1 4.0
Kerala �0.2 0.9 �0.4 �2.1 �1.2 1.7 2.6 1.7 1.3 0.5
Karnataka �0.4 0.7 0.6 �1.9 �1.1 3.7 4.7 4.0 4.3 2.8
Maharashtra �0.8 1.4 3.4 1.4 2.8 5.0 7.3 5.9 8.4 8.7
India 14.9 32.3 28.9 �16.1 16.3 50.9 90.1 57.8 79.9 74.1

Note: *Refers to Bihar (undivided), Madhya Pradesh (undivided), and Uttar Pradesh (undivided), respectively.
Source: NSSO (2001); NSSO (2014); Economic Tables, Census of India, various years.
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disparities are very striking. In the 2000s, cultivators and agricultural labourers
combined (Census) in this State increased by 5.4 million, whereas workers engaged
in agriculture and allied activities (NSSO) declined by 2.4 million. But if we add
construction to agriculture and allied activities, the workers in this combined
category (NSSO) are seen to have increased by 1.7 million – which is more in line
with Census data. In India as a whole, in the first decade of the 2000s, the number of
cultivators and agricultural labourers combined (Census) increased by 28.9 million,
and the number of workers engaged in agriculture and allied activities, and
construction combined (NSSO) increased by 16.3 million (Table 12).

If the hypothesis discussed above is correct, what are its possible implications? One
inference that can be drawn is that an agricultural labourer (marginal worker) and a
construction worker are not very different from each other with respect to the nature
and conditions of their work, especially in the rural areas of States such as Bihar,
Madhya Pradesh, and Odisha. There are a few factors that suggest that this may
indeed have been the case. On the one hand, rural construction jobs, which increased
sharply from the middle of the decade in States such as Bihar, Uttar Pradesh, and
Rajasthan, are characterized by low wages and low value addition (as already
discussed). It is notable that even as construction’s share in total employment in India
rose sharply, from 5.7 per cent in 2004–5 to 10.6 per cent in 2011–12, its contribution
to India’s GDP hardly changed (7.7 per cent and 7.8 per cent respectively in these years).

The increase in marginal agricultural labourers by the end of the first decade of the
2000s, as shown by the Census data, does not appear to be necessarily linked to a
worsening of agrarian conditions. The States that registered fast growth of the work
force of agricultural labourers (marginal) were also the ones in which agricultural
incomes grew at a relatively fast pace between 2004–05 and 2011–12. Bihar and
Chhattisgarh are good examples (Figure 6). Moreover, the revival of real wages for
agricultural and rural labourers in India after 2007–08 was marked in some of these
States, including Odisha, Bihar, Madhya Pradesh, and Uttar Pradesh (Usami 2012).

Another possibility is that the discrepancies referred to above between the Census and
the NSSO arose due to difficulties faced by the investigators in capturing short-term
migration. There are reports of growing short-term migration of workers, noticeably
from the eastern and northern States, including from Bihar, Uttar Pradesh, West
Bengal, and Odisha. According to the NSSO survey of 2009, male emigrants from
Uttar Pradesh, Bihar, Rajasthan, and Odisha who migrated in search of employment
opportunities numbered 8.2 million, 4.5 million, 2.5 million, and 1.8 million
respectively in 2007–8. Rodgers and Rodgers (2011) point out that migration played
a far bigger role than public employment schemes like the MGNREGA in shaping
labour market changes in rural Bihar in recent years. Typically, short-term male
migrants work mainly as construction workers in urban areas for a few months of
the year, and engage in agricultural activities in their villages for the remaining
months. It needs to be investigated whether the Census reported such workers as
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marginal agricultural labourers (in 2011), while the NSSO registered their occupation
as construction work (in 2011–12).

CONCLUDING REMARKS

This paper examined some important aspects of India’s rural labour market, especially
in the first decade of the 2000s, using data from the Census of India and National
Sample Survey Organisation (NSSO) surveys. The main findings of the analysis may
be summarised as follows.

First, the Census and the NSSO are not very different in their estimates of overall work
participation rates (WPR) and overall size of the work force, especially with regard to
males. However, the number of persons who worked for a major part of the reference
year according to Census data was less than the corresponding number according to
National Sample Survey (NSS) data, and persons who worked for only short periods
numbered more in Census data than in NSS data. A part of the discrepancy is possibly
due to differences between theCensus and theNSSO in their definitions of thework force.

Secondly, the Census finds that the share of male main workers in the population
declined between 1991 and 2011, while the corresponding share of male marginal
workers increased. There was also a concurrent decline in share of cultivators (main
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workers) in the population and an increase in the share of agricultural labourers
(marginal workers) in the population over these years. These changes were more
marked in the 1990s than in the first decade of the 2000s.

According to the NSSO surveys, the rate of growth of the work force slowed down and
casualisation within the work force increased in India in the 1990s. The NSSO data
register a shift of the country’s work force away from agriculture from the middle
of the first decade of the 2000s, alongside growing agricultural incomes, more
employment through public employment schemes such as the MGNREGA, and
rising rural wage rates. At the same time, NSSO data also show that almost half of
the incremental non-agricultural employment generated in India in the first decade
of the 2000s was in the low-wage sector of construction.

Thirdly, there are discrepancies between the Census and the NSSO with respect to the
size and growth of the population engaged in agriculture in India. The NSSO data
indicate that the size of the work force engaged in agriculture and allied activities
declined by 33.3 million after the middle of the decade. On the other hand, the
Census data show that the combined size of the work force of cultivators and
agricultural workers in the country increased by 29 million between 2001 and 2011.

Fourthly, there are wide regional variations with respect to each of the variables
described above. WPRs in the western and southern States were substantially higher
than the nation-wide average, while WPRs in the eastern and northern States were
substantially lower. Both the decline in the size of the work force of cultivators
(main workers) and the increase in the size of the work force of agricultural workers
(marginal workers) in India between 1991 and 2011, were more pronounced in the
eastern, central-eastern, and northern States than in the southern and western States.

TheCensus recorded a relatively fast growth of thework force of agricultural labourers
(marginal workers) between 2001 and 2011 in a few States, including Bihar, Odisha,
Madhya Pradesh, and Rajasthan. At the same time, in each of these States, the
NSSO registered an absolute decline in the size of the work force engaged in
agriculture and an increase in rural construction jobs after the middle of the decade.

The discrepancies referred to above question the suggestion arising from the NSSO
data that the structural shift of the work force away from agriculture in the country
– along the lines predicted by Arthur Lewis – might have begun in rural India. They
bring into focus the low value addition and the precarious nature of construction
jobs created in rural India in recent times (given the possibility that the Census
might have counted some workers – who had been identified as construction
workers by the NSSO – as agricultural labourers who were marginal workers). At
the same time, the discrepancies between estimates from the Census and the NSSO
may also reflect some of the problems associated with India’s employment statistics,
especially with regard to measuring short-term migration among workers.
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In East Asia and China, the structural transformation of the rural labour forcewas aided
in no smallmeasure by government intervention. Bramall (2006) attributes the success of
China’s rural industrialisation to specific state policies that began to be implemented in
the pre-1978 period. At the same time, Bowles et al. (2014) point out how the Chinese
government instituted a new set of policies from the first years of the 2000s that were
aimed at enhancing rural incomes and reducing rural–urban disparities.

In India, there is an urgent need for public investment and specific government policies
to enhance agricultural incomes, stimulate rural enterprises, and help create new rural
non-agricultural jobs. In the absence of such policies, it is certain that the country will
face twin crises in the coming years: of poverty and joblessness in rural areas, and a
rising tide of distress migration of rural workers to urban areas.
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APPENDIX A

Indian States Categorised into Regions

India comprises 29 States and 7 Union Territories. In June 2014, the erstwhile State of
Andhra Pradesh was bifurcated, leading to the formation of the new (29th) State of
Telangana. Since the analysis in this paper covers the period before the bifurcation,
data and discussion relating to “Andhra Pradesh” here pertain to the combined
States of Andhra Pradesh and Telangana.

In the year 2000, three new States – Jharkhand, Uttarakhand, and Chhattisgarh –were
carved out of the States of Bihar, Uttar Pradesh, and Madhya Pradesh respectively.
Therefore, the pre-2000 data in this paper relating to Bihar, Uttar Pradesh, and
Madhya Pradesh are comparable to the post-2000 data for Bihar and Jharkhand
combined, Uttar Pradesh and Uttarakhand combined, and Madhya Pradesh and
Chhattisgarh combined, respectively.

The 28 Indian States (including Andhra Pradesh before bifurcation) and 5 Union
Territories that are covered in the analysis in this paper are listed below, categorised
under different geographical regions (as defined in this paper).

Northern region

States: Haryana, Himachal Pradesh, Jammu and Kashmir, Punjab, Rajasthan,
Uttarakhand, Uttar Pradesh

Union Territory: Delhi

Eastern region

States: Bihar, Jharkhand, West Bengal

Central-eastern region

States: Chhattisgarh, Odisha, Madhya Pradesh

Western region

States: Goa, Gujarat, Maharashtra

Union Territories: Daman and Diu, Dadra and Nagar Haveli

Southern region

States: Andhra Pradesh, Karnataka, Kerala, Tamil Nadu

Union Territory: Puducherry
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North-eastern region

States: Arunachal Pradesh, Assam,Manipur, Meghalaya, Mizoram, Nagaland, Sikkim,
Tripura

Data relating to the Union territories of Andaman and Nicobar Islands, and
Lakshadweep, which are islands with relatively low populations, have not been
analysed separately in this paper. Data relating to the States and Union Territories
of Arunachal Pradesh, Chandigarh, Delhi, Dadra and Nagar Haveli, Daman and
Diu, Mizoram, Nagaland, Puducherry, and Sikkim have been included in the region-
wise analysis, but are not presented separately in most of the tables and figures in
this paper. The population in each of these States/Union Territories, except Delhi, is
less than 2 million.

AppendixTableA1 Shares of different regions in India’s population and geographical area in
per cent

North East Central-East West South North-East

Shares in India’s population, 2011
24.8 18.9 11.6 20.1 20.9 3.8
Shares in total geographic area of India
20.3 8.0 18.2 25.9 19.4 8.0
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Appendix Table B1 Agrarian conditions and increase in workers as proportion of population between 1991 and 2011 across Indian States in percentage
points

States Landless and marginal farmer
households, 2011–12

Cultivators and agricultural
labourers per hectare of

sown area, in ’000

Increase in percentage points of workers as proportion
of population, between 1991 and 2011

as % of all
households

share in all land
cultivate, %

Cultivators Agricultural
labourers

Workers other than
cultivators and agricultural

labourers

India 1.9 L5.1 1.7 5.7
Andhra Pradesh 81.0 20.0 2.3 �4.8 1.2 5.1
Tamil Nadu 93.9 38.0 2.8 �4.9 �2.4 9.6
Karnataka 71.9 13.0 1.3 �4.1 �0.9 8.6
Kerala 97.7 68.0 1.0 �2.1 �4.5 9.9
South 1.9 L4.1 L1.0 7.8
Maharashtra 72.7 15.0 1.5 �3.4 �0.1 4.5
Gujarat 77.0 15.0 1.2 �4.6 0.4 4.9
Goa 99.0 17.0 0.4 �3.7 �2.0 10.0
West 1.4 L3.9 0.1 4.8
Uttar Pradesh 85.0 39.0 2.4 �7.5 3.2 5.2
Rajasthan 62.4 11.0 1.1 �3.9 2.2 6.4
Punjab 80.5 5.0 0.8 �2.8 �1.9 9.5
Haryana 73.0 9.0 1.1 �2.9 �0.1 7.2
Jammu and Kashmir 94.7 74.0 2.4 – – –
Himachal Pradesh 96.3 79.0 4.1 0.3 1.1 7.6
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North 1.6 L5.7 2.0 6.1
Bihar 88.0 33.0 5.1 �6.1 4.4 4.4
West Bengal 97.0 60.0 2.9 �3.8 3.1 6.6
East 4.1 L5.0 4.0 4.9
Madhya Pradesh 64.0 14.0 2.0 �8.2 6.8 3.2
Orissa 82.5 38.0 1.9 �6.1 3.7 6.7
Central-East – 1.7 L7.5 5.8 4.2
Assam 79.0 32.0 2.1 �6.7 1.4 7.6
Tripura 97.0 81.0 2.3 �4.1 2.1 10.9
Meghalaya 85.4 49.0 2.4 �7.3 1.1 3.5
Manipur 84.8 49.0 2.4 �7.5 0.0 10.4
Nagaland 54.1 17.0 1.7 �3.8 2.5 7.9
Mizoram 93.2 78.0 2.2 �9.5 1.2 3.8
North-East 2.1 L6.3 1.3 7.6

Note: Agrarian conditions are characterised by the share of landless and marginal farmer households in total population and total cultivated land, and the number of cultivators and
agricultural labourers per unit of sown area. Marginal farmer households refer to households whose land holdings are less than or equal to 1 hectare.
Source: Rawal (2013), Appendix Table D1; Economic Tables, Census of India, 1991 and 2011.
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Appendix Table B2 Distribution of workers across Indian States in 2011, by various categories in millions

Occupation category Gender Main or Marginal All workers

Cultivators Agricultural labourers Other than cultivators
and agricultural

labourers

Males Females Main Marginal

India 118.7 144.3 218.7 331.9 149.9 362.4 119.3 481.7
Andhra Pradesh 6.5 17.0 16.0 24.2 15.2 33.0 6.4 39.4
Tamil Nadu 4.2 9.6 19.0 21.4 11.4 27.9 4.9 32.9
Karnataka 6.6 7.2 14.1 18.3 9.6 23.4 4.5 27.9
Kerala 0.7 1.3 9.6 8.5 3.2 9.3 2.3 11.6
South, Total 18.0 35.1 59.1 72.7 39.6 94.1 18.1 112.2
Maharashtra 12.6 13.5 23.4 32.6 16.8 43.8 5.7 49.4
Gujarat 5.4 6.8 12.5 18.0 6.8 20.4 4.4 24.8
Goa 0.0 0.0 0.5 0.4 0.2 0.5 0.1 0.6
West, Total 18.1 20.4 36.6 51.3 23.8 64.9 10.2 75.1
Uttar Pradesh 19.1 19.9 26.8 49.8 16.0 44.6 21.2 65.8
Rajasthan 13.6 4.9 11.3 18.3 11.6 21.1 8.8 29.9
Punjab 1.9 1.6 6.4 8.1 1.8 8.5 1.4 9.9
Haryana 2.5 1.5 4.9 6.8 2.1 7.0 1.9 8.9
Jammu and Kashmir 1.2 0.5 2.5 3.2 1.1 2.6 1.7 4.3
Uttarakhand 1.6 0.4 1.9 2.6 1.3 2.9 1.0 3.9
Himachal Pradesh 2.1 0.2 1.3 2.0 1.5 2.1 1.5 3.6
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North, Total 42.0 29.2 61.1 95.9 36.4 94.4 0.0 132.3
Bihar 7.2 18.3 9.2 25.2 9.5 21.4 13.4 34.7
West Bengal 5.1 10.2 19.5 26.7 8.0 25.7 9.1 34.8
Jharkhand 3.8 4.4 4.8 8.4 4.7 6.8 6.3 13.1
East, Total 16.1 33.0 33.5 60.4 22.2 53.9 0.0 82.6
Madhya Pradesh 9.8 12.2 9.5 20.1 11.4 22.7 8.9 31.6
Odisha 4.1 6.7 6.7 11.9 5.6 10.7 6.8 17.5
Chhattisgarh 4.0 5.1 3.1 7.1 5.0 8.2 3.9 12.2
Central-East, Total 18.0 24.0 19.3 39.2 22.1 41.7 0.0 61.3
Assam 4.1 1.8 6.1 8.5 3.4 8.7 3.3 12.0
Tripura 0.3 0.4 0.8 1.0 0.4 1.1 0.4 1.5
Meghalaya 0.5 0.2 0.5 0.7 0.5 0.9 0.3 1.2
Manipur 0.5 0.1 0.6 0.7 0.5 0.9 0.3 1.2
Nagaland 0.5 0.1 0.4 0.5 0.4 0.7 0.2 1.0
Arunachal Pradesh 0.3 0.0 0.2 0.4 0.2 0.5 0.1 0.6
Mizoram 0.2 0.0 0.2 0.3 0.2 0.4 0.1 0.5
Sikkim 0.1 0.0 0.2 0.2 0.1 0.2 0.1 0.3
North-East, Total 6.5 2.7 9.0 12.3 5.8 13.4 0.0 18.1

Source: Census of India 2011, Economic Tables.
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