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 Abstract 

 
 

This thesis counters dominant academic and policy discourses of low internal 
migration in India. Drawing on long-term empirical data in a source region, 
the thesis finds evidence of high and increasing mobility from the eastern 
Indian state of Bihar in the period 1998 – 2011. This rise in the incidence of 
migration from rural Bihar is accompanied by a change in its determinants. 
Over time, individual factors have become more important in explaining mi-
gration. At the same time, there is evidence of increased propensity to migrate 
among the agricultural labouring class. The thesis suggests that these chang-
ing determinants of migration from rural Bihar may be understood as a re-
sponse to rising labour demand in distant urban markets elsewhere in India.  

The thesis finds that increasing migration has been accompanied by a 
change in the pattern of income in rural areas between 1999 and 2011. Re-
mittances have become very important, particularly for those in the bottom 
income quintiles. The local non-farm sector also emerges important, but in-
come from this sector remains concentrated in the upper income quintiles. 
Overall, there has been a decline in agriculture in the context of the growth 
of the rural non-farm sector, and the thesis provides evidence of this decou-
pling of agriculture from the ‘rural’.  

These aforementioned changes have occurred in a context where migra-
tion continues to be male-dominated and circular. Most migrants eventually 
return to the village to retire, and permanent migration, of the kind that entails 
relocation of the entire household from the village to the city is very limited. 
Thus, in the context of this research, migration emerges as a source area 
household livelihood strategy, and the empirical complexity of migration in 
the thesis does not support dual sector migration and development models 
that suggest a linear transition of labour from rural to urban areas.  

The thesis presents evidence of income enhancing effects of migration. 
Using household panel data, it finds that households that move from non-
migration to migration (migration to non-migration) experience large and sig-
nificant income gains (losses). Yet, based on research at destination, the thesis 
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finds that many migrants do not desire to migrate to work in urban labour 
markets. However, they ‘choose’ to do so in order to sustain rural material 
conditions that are structurally dependent on urban remittances. It finds that 
while young migrants are active agents in their own migration, they are also 
subject to vulnerabilities and exploitation. The thesis highlights that the sub-
jective experiences of young migrants and views of their family members of 
their migration are different from perspectives of the market and state on the 
same migration.  

The thesis speaks to diverse literatures, and ideas and debates in migration 
and development. Methodologically, the thesis combines quantitative and 
qualitative techniques in development research and finds both a convergence 
and divergence in results from different methods. This has implications for 
both research and policy. In particular, economic discourses may overstate 
the importance of income in migrant welfare and thus negate migrant expe-
riences and subjectivities – a critical component of well-being. The thesis thus 
makes a case for the incorporation of migrant subjectivities and emotions for 
a more comprehensive and nuanced analysis of rural-urban migration in aca-
demic and policy discourses.  
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 Samenvatting 

 
 

 
De bevindingen in dit proefschrift weerspreken het dominante wetenschap-
pelijke en beleidsdiscours over lage interne migratie in India. Uit empirisch 
langetermijnonderzoek in een herkomstregio blijkt dat er sprake was van een 
hoge en toenemende mobiliteit vanuit de Oost-Indiase staat Bihar in de peri-
ode 1998 – 2011. Deze toegenomen migratie vanuit het platteland van Bihar 
gaat gepaard met een verandering in de determinanten van de migratie. In de 
loop van de tijd zijn individuele factoren belangrijker geworden bij het verk-
laren van migratie. Tegelijkertijd zijn er aanwijzingen voor een toenemende 
neiging om te migreren onder de agrarische arbeidersklasse. Volgens dit pro-
efschrift vormen deze veranderende determinanten van migratie vanuit het 
platteland van Bihar een antwoord op de stijgende vraag naar arbeid in verre 
stedelijke markten elders in India.  
Uit het onderzoek blijkt dat de toenemende migratie gepaard ging met een 
verandering in het inkomenspatroon op het platteland tussen 1999 en 2011. 
Geldtransfers zijn zeer belangrijk geworden, met name voor degenen in het 
laagste inkomenskwintiel. Ook de lokale niet-agrarische sector blijkt bel-
angrijk, maar de inkomsten uit deze sector gaan nog steeds voornamelijk naar 
de hogere inkomenskwintielen. In het algemeen is er sprake van een afname 
van de landbouw bij een groei van de niet-agrarische plattelandssector, en dit 
onderzoek bevestigt deze ontkoppeling van de landbouw en het 'platteland'.  
Bovengenoemde veranderingen doen zich voor in een context waarin de mi-
gratie nog steeds door mannen wordt gedomineerd en circulair plaatsvindt. 
De meeste migranten keren uiteindelijk terug naar het dorp als ze met pensi-
oen gaan, en permanente migratie, waarbij het hele huishouden van het dorp 
naar de stad verhuist, komt maar zeer weinig voor. In dit onderzoek blijkt 
migratie dus een strategie van huishoudens in de herkomstregio om in het 
levensonderhoud te voorzien. De complexiteit van migratie die blijkt uit het 
empirisch onderzoek in dit proefschrift wijst niet op duale-sectormigratie en 
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is niet in overeenstemming met ontwikkelingsmodellen die een lineaire over-
gang van arbeid van het platteland naar de stad suggereren.  
Het proefschrift laat zien dat migratie een inkomensverhogend effect heeft. 
Uit panelonderzoek onder huishoudens blijkt dat huishoudens die van niet-
migratie naar migratie overstappen, kunnen rekenen op een grote en sub-
stantiële inkomensgroei. Voor huishoudens die overstappen van migratie naar 
niet-migratie geldt het omgekeerde. Toch blijkt uit onderzoek op de plaats 
van bestemming dat veel migranten eigenlijk niet willen migreren om zich op 
de stedelijke arbeidsmarkten te begeven. Zij doen dit echter om materiële 
steun te geven aan de plattelandsgemeenschappen die structureel afhankelijk 
zijn van bedragen die worden overgemaakt vanuit de stad. Jonge migranten 
zijn weliswaar actief betrokken bij hun eigen migratie, maar ze zijn ook kwets-
baar voor uitbuiting. In het proefschrift wordt benadrukt dat de subjectieve 
ervaringen van jonge migranten en de opvattingen van hun gezinsleden over 
hun migratie verschillen van hoe er door de markt en de overheid wordt 
aangekeken tegen hetzelfde onderwerp.  
Het proefschrift is relevant voor de rijk geschakeerde literatuur, ideeën en 
debatten over migratie en ontwikkeling. In methodologisch opzicht zijn in dit 
proefschrift kwantitatieve en kwalitatieve technieken uit het ontwikkeling-
sonderzoek toegepast. De resultaten die met verschillende methoden zijn 
verkregen komen deels overeen en zijn deels verschillend. Dit heeft im-
plicaties voor zowel onderzoek als beleid. In het bijzonder leggen econo-
mische discoursen soms een te grote nadruk op het belang van inkomen voor 
het welzijn van migranten, waardoor subjectieve ervaringen van migranten – 
een essentiële component van welzijn – miskend worden. Dit proefschrift 
bevat dus een pleidooi voor het integreren van subjectieve ervaringen en 
emoties van migranten om te komen tot een veelomvattender en genu-
anceerder beeld van migratie van het platteland naar de stad in het weten-
schappelijke en beleidsdiscours. 



529178-L-bw-Datta529178-L-bw-Datta529178-L-bw-Datta529178-L-bw-Datta
Processed on: 18-2-2019Processed on: 18-2-2019Processed on: 18-2-2019Processed on: 18-2-2019 PDF page: 21PDF page: 21PDF page: 21PDF page: 21

  

 

 

1 Introduction 

 
 

There exists a dominant academic and policy discourse of low internal 
migration in India. Davis (1951) has attributed this to factors such as pre-
dominance of agriculture, early marriage, the joint family, and the caste 
system. More recently, Munshi and Rosenzweig (2016) have found that by 
providing mutual insurance to its members, sub-caste or jati networks re-
strict mobility, and thus play an important role in explaining low levels of 
permanent migration from rural areas. Official datasets such as the Census 
of India and National Sample Survey Office (NSSO) corroborate this low 
rural to urban migration, but on account of entirely different reasons.  

The Census and NSSO are the two main sources of data on migration 
in India. Whilst the Census is primarily designed to capture the distribu-
tion of population, the NSSO focuses on labour market attributes. As a 
result, worker mobility is not a primary area of enquiry for either agency, 
both of which define migration differently. The Census uses two distinct 
criteria to define migration: first, migration by place of birth, and second, 
migration by place of last residence.  In the former, when ‘a person is 
enumerated in Census at a place, i.e., village or town, different from 
her/his place of birth, she/he would be considered a migrant by place of 
birth’. In the latter case, ‘a person would be considered a migrant…if 
she/he had last resided at a place other than her/his place of enumeration’ 
(Census of India 2001). According to the NSSO, ‘a household member 
whose last usual place of residence (UPR) was different from the present 
place of enumeration was considered as a migrant member in a house-
hold’, the UPR of a person being the place where the person had stayed 
continuously for a period of six months or more (GOI 2010: 11). It is 
pertinent to note that the Census does not collect data on temporary and 
short-term migration, and the NSSO uses a cut-off point of 6 months to 
define short-term migration. This may not adequately capture seasonal and 
circular movements which are longer than six months. As a consequence, 
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there is an underlying bias towards long-term and permanent migration in 
data collection, and these agencies tend to miss out on a significant pro-
portion of short-term and circular migration.  

On the other hand, micro-studies often tend to focus on temporary 
and precarious migration streams and thus report much higher incidence 
of migration than the official datasets. It is of little surprise, therefore, that 
estimates of internal migrants in India vary widely and are fraught with 
methodological and other concerns. It is in this context that the Working 
Group on Migration advises that differences regarding the extent of mi-
gration need to be addressed carefully and institutionally if the issue of 
migration is to be addressed in an evidence-informed manner (GOI 
2017a). 

That said, in recent decades, there is increasing evidence of high levels 
of circular migration,1 and micro-studies (Haberfeld, Menaria, Sahoo and 
Vyas 1999; Mosse, Gupta, Mehta, Shah and Reese 2002; Deshingkar and 
Farrington 2009; Coffey, Papp and Spears 2015; Dodd, Humphries, Patel, 
Majowicz and Dewey 2016), as well as large scale survey exercises such as 
the India Human Development Survey (Nayyar and Kim 2018) find that 
migration is increasingly becoming an important livelihood strategy 
among rural households. The increase in migration has also been some-
what captured in recently released results of the decennial Census, wherein 
the growth of labour migrants in the decade 2001 to 2011 rose to 4.5 per 
cent, up from 2.4 per cent in the previous decade. This ‘surge in labour 
mobility’ has been attributed to high growth and economic opportunities 
in urban areas (GOI 2017b). In fact, in the post reform period, urban 
growth has had rural spillovers, and brought significant gains in rural living 
standards (Datt and Ravallion 2010).  

It is against this backdrop of increasing mobility and its rural-urban 
nexus that this thesis studies labour migration from the eastern Indian 
state of Bihar. The data used in this thesis draws on a long-term research 
programme on social and economic change in rural Bihar (see Rodgers, 
Datta, Rodgers, Mishra and Sharma 2013 and Rodgers, Mishra and 
Sharma 2016 for details). Bihar, has a long history of male outmigration 
(Yang 1979; De Haan 2002). However, recent decades have witnessed a 
rapid rise in the incidence of migration, and changes in its pattern; migra-
tion streams have become longer-term and over time migration destina-
tions have predominantly shifted from rural to urban areas (Rodgers et al. 
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2013). Though rural Bihari workers are increasingly embedded in the dis-
tant urban economies elsewhere in India, their migration remains circular; 
migrant workers go out to work for long periods to eventually return to 
their villages. It clearly emerges from the long-term research on which this 
thesis is based that permanent migration of the kind that involves reloca-
tion of households from the village is very limited.2 Other studies in Bihar 
corroborate this circularity of migration (Jha 2004; Rodgers and Rodgers 
2011; Tsujita and Oda 2014).  

It is in this context that the thesis uses survey data from a longitudinal 
study in rural Bihar to address three broad research questions.3 First, it 
asks what are the determinants of migration, and explores if these have 
changed between 1998 and 2011. Second, it studies the changing sources 
of income, and the role of migration and remittances therein between 1999 
and 2011. Third, it examines if, over time, welfare outcomes of households 
that experience migration are different from those that don’t. This quan-
titative research belongs to a small body of village-level studies of longitu-
dinal change in the context of rural India (Badiani 2007; Mukopadhyay 
2011; Dercon, Krishnan, Krutikova, Badiani and Rao 2012).  

The thesis employs a sequential mixed-methods approach, whereby, 
qualitative data collection is undertaken to address some questions that 
emerged from the quantitative analysis. The perspective of migration from 
the aforementioned source area surveys is from a rural lens, and one of 
the limitations of this quantitative research thus is that the ‘urban’ picture 
of rural-urban migration is missing. The expansion of the research location 
to the city, and undertaking qualitative research with migrant workers at 
an urban destination enables a more nuanced account of their migration. 
The qualitative research, based on fieldwork in the city and the village fo-
cuses on the changing motivations to migrate, migrants’ work in the city, 
their isolation, and the role of social networks.  It then discusses rural-
urban linkages – the intersecting community, household and gendered dy-
namics of this migration, and the role of remittances in changing rural 
consumptions and aspirations. Lastly, based on migrant narratives, it ex-
plores complex emotional experiences of young male rural migrants in the 
city of Delhi, India, and in doing so, contributes to emerging scholarship 
on the emotional geographies of migration that prioritise young people’s 
perspectives. This qualitative research is an addition to the small number 
of such studies that exist on the region (De Haan 1996; Rogaly et al. 2002). 
The multi-sited and longitudinal aspects of this work make it possible to 
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present an in-depth account of a rural-urban migration stream in contem-
porary India.  

The thesis speaks to diverse, and often disparate literatures on rural-
urban migration. The first among these is the small body of village studies 
– the ICRISAT and Palanpur studies – that deal with longitudinal change 
in rural India (Badiani 2007; Himanshu and Stern 2011; Mukopadhyay 
2011; Dercon et al. 2012). Second, it speaks to the economic literature on 
the determinants and impacts of migration (Taylor, Rozelle and De Brauw 
2003; Sabates-Wheeler, Sabates and Castaldo 2008; Murrugarra and Her-
rera 2011; Lokshin, Bontch-Osmolovski and Glinskaya 2010), and within 
this, a sub-set of longitudinal studies that use panel methods to explore 
the impact of migration (Funkhouser 2006; Beegle, De Weerdt and Der-
con 2011). The third literature is that in sociology and human geography 
that locates everyday realities of migrant workers in the context of a global 
economy where migrants traverse rural and urban lives and livelihoods 
(Fan 2008; Rigg, Nguyen and Luong 2014). This literature is closely inter-
twined with the larger literature on rural mobilities in Asia that draws at-
tention to the movement away from agriculture and farming in rural areas 
(Croll and Ping 1997; Rigg 2006). Fourth, within the discipline of human 
geography, the thesis speaks to emerging scholarship on the emotional 
geographies of migration (Svašek 2010; Boccagni and Baldassar 2015), 
with a particular focus on young people’s perspectives (Dobson 2009; 
Punch 2007; Beazley 2015; Hoang et al. 2015). These four strands in the 
literature on rural-urban labour migration intersect with the broader mi-
gration and development literature that covers both internal and interna-
tional migration. This migration and development literature also highlights 
the complex interplay between structure and agency (Skeldon 2008; De 
Haas 2010), and suggests that social processes, and their linkages with 
broader transformations should be at the forefront of migration studies 
(Rao and Woolcock 2007; De Haan 2006).  

The key contribution of this thesis is empirical. The thesis is organised 
as follows: chapters 2 and 3 set the context for the empirical analysis in 
chapters 4, 5, 6, 7, and 8. The thesis is article-based, and chapters 3 to 8 
may be read as stand-alone pieces. Chapter 2, first, discusses the broad 
empirical and theoretical literature within which this thesis is located, and 
delineates the framework of mixed methods research, describing the quan-
titative and qualitative data used. Second, the chapter traces social and 
economic developments in Bihar and the history of Bihar migration, with 
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an emphasis on its changing patterns in recent decades to give a back-
ground to the geographical site of research.  

Chapter 3 critically examines policy and programme documents of the 
Indian state to present state discourses on rural-urban migration in India 
since the 1930s. It emerges that while the migration question was an im-
portant policy question in pre-independent India, state policy became in-
creasingly silent about rural-urban migration in the post-independence 
decades, and there emerged a fundamental contradiction in the state’s dis-
course – that industrialisation was necessary for development, but migra-
tion was not desirable. In the post-liberalisation period, however, there has 
been a growing recognition that migrants are clearly important actors in 
an economic sense. Yet, there remains an underlying disconnect between 
urbanisation and migration in the state’s discourse – while urbanisation is 
clearly desirable, often, the state’s view on migration remains ambivalent. 
Rural and urban policies tend to be mutually exclusive, except both pre-
dominantly frame migration as a ‘problem’. The chapter suggests that this 
rural-urban dialectic, and the diversity and segmentation of state-actors in 
a federal structure contributes to contradictory state narratives, and ulti-
mately leads to the absence of a coherent discourse on rural-urban migra-
tion in India. 

Chapter 4, based on two cross-sections of survey data of 1998 and 2011 
sets out to examine if the individual, household, and village-level factors 
that explain migration have changed over time in the context of changing 
patterns of migration from rural Bihar. It finds that effects of individual 
factors such as age, sex and marital status in explaining migration have 
become stronger over time. It emerges that there has been a change in the 
pattern of migration by class, and there is evidence of increased propensity 
to migrate among the agricultural labouring class. On the whole, migration 
from rural Bihar has become more differentiated by education and caste, 
and there seems to be some shift towards pull factors, though push factors 
continue to remain important.  

The empirical data points to a significant departure from dual sector 
migration and development models which suggest a linear transition of 
labour from rural to urban areas, and from subsistence to capitalist sectors. 
In our surveys in Bihar, migration is one of the many livelihood strategies 
adopted by rural households, and migratory movements are circular; mi-
grants, through their working lives, traverse back and forth between rural 
and urban areas, and most migrants eventually return to their families to 
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retire in the village. It is in this context that chapter 5, based on household 
production and income data first presents the distribution of income 
sources in 2011, and then examines changes in income sources of rural 
households between 1999 and 2011. Survey results suggest that migration 
and remittances are important in rural household strategies in a context of 
agrarian change and livelihood diversification. 

Chapter 6 uses household panel data to explore if, over time, welfare 
outcomes (proxied by income) of households that experience migration 
are different from those that don’t. The advantage of using panel data is 
that it enables us to control for unobserved time-invariant heterogeneity, 
something that is not possible with cross-section data that is used in most 
studies. The chapter uses a difference-in-differences model to estimate the 
effect of migration on welfare outcomes for four household typologies, 
based on their migration status in 1999 and 2011. Controlling for house-
hold and village variables, the chapter finds that new migrant households 
experienced large and significant income gains, while households that 
slipped into non-migration experienced relative income losses. These re-
sults lend support to the theories of the new economics of labour migra-
tion, that, migration is one of the many livelihood strategies used by rural 
households, and is associated with increased income in source households 
in rural areas. If that is the case, then why do more households not partic-
ipate in migration? To explore this and some other questions that emerge 
from the quantitative research, chapters 7 and 8 present results from the 
qualitative research that explores the village-city nexus by prioritising mi-
grants’ own perspectives of their migration.  

Chapter 7 is predominantly based on migrant narratives in the city, and 
it presents an account of migration in the context of rural change and 
growing linkages of rural labour with urban labour markets. It emerges 
that motivations to migrate are complex, and have changed over time. The 
chapter suggests that the same social networks that facilitate entry and 
employment in the city may impede prospects of better work. It finds that 
migration is powerfully shaped by intersecting community, household and 
gender dynamics, and while male migrants spend much of their lives in 
the city, they affirm their rural identity, and eventually see themselves re-
turning to the village. The chapter argues that it is in this context of circu-
larity of migration, and disassociation from, and disaffect of the city that 
migrants work in exploitative conditions in order to sustain rural material 
conditions that are structurally dependant on urban remittances. 
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Chapter 8 explores the complex emotional experiences of young male 
rural migrants in the city of Delhi, India. As in chapter 7, the analysis in 
this chapter is based on multi-sited fieldwork, and draws on a long-term 
study in Bihar. The chapter suggests that while young migrants are active 
agents in their own migration, they are also subject to specific vulnerabil-
ities and exploitation. At the same time, they undertake challenging emo-
tional labour in the city to create particular working identities that are both 
a source of pride and shame. It is argued that an insertion of emotions in 
the analysis of migration helps disentangling this dissonance between mi-
grants’ economic success and social rejection in the city. This research 
makes a case for the incorporation of emotions for a more comprehensive 
and nuanced analysis of young people’s migration in academic and policy 
discourses.  

Chapter 9 concludes with a specific focus on the implications of this 
thesis for research and policy. 

Notes 
1 In the context of circular migration, the thesis draws from Jan Breman’s research 
on seasonal and temporary migration in south Gujarat. Breman’s seminal work is 
discussed in chapter 2. 
2 The source area data in rural Bihar shows that thirty-eight households, or about 
4 per cent of panel households under study, of a total sample of 891 had perma-
nently out-migrated from the village between 1998 and 2011. See chapter 6 for 
details.  
3 The core data used in the thesis is from 891 households covered in 1998-99 and 
the same and successor households resurveyed in 2009-11 in 12 villages in 7 dis-
tricts of Bihar. See section 2.5 for details.  
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2 
Setting the Context: Migration-
Development Nexus and the Case of 
Bihar 

 
 

2.1 Introduction: migration and development  

In recent decades, there has been a surge in academic and policy research 
on migration. This literature, commonly known as the ‘migration and de-
velopment’ literature, covers both internal and international migration. 
However, herein, there is a dominant focus on international migration 
while scholarly work on internal migration remains both limited, and at 
the margins of the ‘migration and development’ literature. This is surpris-
ing, as quantitatively, internal migration is more important (King and Skel-
don 2010). Globally, more than 250 million persons are international mi-
grants (World Bank 2016), whereas internal migrants are estimated to be 
around 750 million. In addition, the total volume of remittances generated 
by internal migration is estimated to be more than that of international 
migration (McKay and Deshingkar 2014).  

This thesis is on internal migration, and draws on the larger literature 
on international migration as both international and internal migration 
have more convergence than divergence, and are closely intertwined, both 
conceptually and theoretically (Hugo 2016). Empirically too, both types of 
migration are associated with common causes and consequences; they are 
driven by similar structural and demographic factors, and lead to similar 
outcomes and impacts (DeWind and Holdaway 2005; Adepoju 2006; 
Ratha, Mohapatra and Scheja 2011; Hickey and Yeoh 2016).  

It also emerges from this literature that both internal and international 
migrants face similar issues at destination. There exists labour market seg-
mentation between migrants and natives, and this is closely related to the 
nature of labour demand, where, jobs undertaken by migrants are often 
considered too menial to be done by locals (Piore 1979; Hugo 2016). The 
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othering of migrants extends beyond the occupational sphere, well into 
other domains of life. Migrants tend to reside in enclaves, and face chal-
lenges in social integration, including that of social and civic incorporation 
of second-generation migrants (DeWind and Holdaway 2005; Hugo 
2016). 

The thesis engages with diverse strands of the aforementioned migra-
tion and development literature. The first among these is the body of em-
pirical literature that examines the economic impacts of migration. Studies 
herein have found that migration and remittances lead to increases in in-
come and consumption (Haberfeld et al. 1999; Taylor et al. 2003), and 
contribute to poverty reduction in the source areas (Adams and Page 2005; 
Sabates-Wheeler et al. 2008; Lokshin et al. 2010; Murrugarra and Herrera 
2011). Migrants’ remittances have a large impact on educational expendi-
tures (Quisumbing and McNiven 2010) and are directly linked with in-
crease in school enrolment (Calero, Bedi and Sparrow 2008). This litera-
ture presents a body of micro-evidence on the development outcomes of 
remittances in source communities and thus posits that remittances con-
tribute significantly to economic development.  

A key contribution of this economic literature is that it establishes 
quantitatively the positive impacts of migration, particularly at the level of 
individuals and households in source communities. This literature goes 
hand in hand with parallel literatures in human geography and social an-
thropology that pay attention to migrants’ subjectivities. While these two 
distinct literatures belong to different disciplines and policy spaces, they 
offer an interpretation of migration that is fundamentally different from 
earlier grand structural theorisations, such as modernisation and depend-
ency.1 

The second strand of literature that this thesis draws on is a set of cri-
tiques that emerged from the aforementioned migration and development 
paradigm. Foremost among these is that the narrow economistic focus of 
some migration and development studies leads to an oversight of social 
processes, and their linkages with broader transformations (De Haan 
2006; Rao and Woolcock 2007). Scholars have argued that this ‘privileging 
the economic’ inhibits our understanding of the role of migration in 
broader social changes (Dannecker 2009).2 This literature focuses on the 
developmental limits of remittances, acknowledging that while remit-
tances can play a crucial role in development, particularly that of individ-
uals and households, migration is no panacea for development (Taylor 
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1999; De Haas 2005; Phillips 2009). In particular, it questions the role of 
remittances in their effects on structural poverty and questions if migra-
tion is a catalyst of long-term economic development in source regions 
(Kapur 2003; Delgado Wise, Covarrubias and Puentes 2013).  

Scholars in critical development studies question the linear positive re-
lationship between migration and development, and argue that migration 
does not automatically lead to development; it is both a part of develop-
ment, and an independent factor (De Haas 2005; Geiger and Pecoud 
2013). It is argued that the economistic migration and development frame-
work described earlier may overlook the diversity of actors, their develop-
ment visions, and invisibilise particular forms of migration (Dannecker 
2009; Raghuram 2009). It is argued that the construction of the migration 
and development paradigm of bringing a triple-win – of being beneficial 
for source regions, destination regions, and migrants themselves, is naïve 
and simplistic. For, such migration is embedded in unequal power rela-
tions, an asymmetry between sending and receiving regions, and is decon-
textualised from the processes of globalisation and unequal development 
(Covarrubias and Puentes 2013; Delgado Wise et al. 2013; Geiger and 
Pecoud 2013).  

Another theme that emerges in the migration and development litera-
ture is the complex interplay between structure and agency. Dependency 
and neomarxist theories paint migrants as victims of migration and devel-
opment, negating migrants’ agencies and overlooking migrants’ subjectiv-
ities.3 As discussed earlier these grand theorisations lack empirical validity 
and they are unable to capture the diversity of migration experiences. 
However, discourses that hold migrants’ agency alone for the develop-
ment of source areas evade structural aspects of development (Skeldon 
2008). Therefore, a simultaneous incorporation of structure and agency is 
important to understand diverse migration-development interactions (De 
Haas 2010). Migrants’ own subjectivities, valuable in their own right, have 
not been paid enough attention in the migration and development litera-
ture (Rodriguez and Schwenken 2013). More specifically, migrants’ devel-
opment visions – notions of what development is and ought to be – are 
constantly evolving, changing and undergoing negotiations that may initi-
ate broader processes of social transformation (Dannecker 2009).  
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2.2 History matters 

At a first reading of this contemporary migration and development litera-
ture, it seems that the connection between migration and development is 
a novel phenomenon. However, for long, internal migration has been an 
important component of theoretical models of development. Ravenstein’s 
laws of migration and Lee’s subsequent push-pull framework of migration 
were both theorisations of within country migration (Ravenstein 1885; Lee 
1966). Neoclassical macroeconomic models where wage and expected in-
come differentials explained rural-urban migration (Todaro 1969; Harris 
and Todaro 1970) and new economics of labour migration where migra-
tion is viewed as a household decision (Stark and Bloom 1985) were both 
theorised in the context of labour mobility within the country.  

Historically, in practice, ideas from modernisation theory have been 
embedded in national development projects in the Global South. Newly 
independent nation-states in the post-war era adopted ambitious industri-
alisation policies wherein large-scale rural-urban migration was an im-
portant prerequisite for the success of these national projects. In reality, 
however, these projects did not materialise as envisaged, and rural mi-
grants were often absorbed in the urban informal sector in third world 
cities (Hickey 2016). The relationship between migration and development 
policy is old, and indeed many of today’s seemingly ‘new’ ideas draw heav-
ily on older development models, grounded in modernisation theory, 
which promoted rapid internal rural-to-urban migration (Geiger and 
Pecoud 2013; Hickey 2016).  

A critical analysis of state policies and their historical roots in develop-
ment ideas and theories is thus crucial for a better understanding of the 
limitations and potentials of migration in broader development and spatial 
transformations. The recent ‘triple-win’ perspective about ‘migration and 
development’ – that migration is beneficial for source regions, destination 
regions and migrants themselves, ignores these historical connections.  In 
the context of this thesis, the research site of the eastern Indian state of 
Bihar has a long history of outmigration for work. Both economic and 
cultural factors explain this migration, as well as its patterns; we see in 
chapter 4 that the incidence of migration from rural areas has substantially 
increased, as have overall remittances (discussed in chapter 5). We find 
evidence that migration and remittances contribute significantly to gains 
in household income (chapter 6). At the same time, chapter 7 finds that 
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remittances are contingent upon migrants’ work in the city, which is based 
on exploitative conditions. Yet, migrants ‘choose to’ engage in this work 
in order to sustain rural material conditions that have become structurally 
dependent on urban remittances. In doing so, they experience economic 
success, but social rejection in the city – simultaneous emotions of pride 
and shame. These diverse empirical evidences do not fit neatly in the tri-
ple-win migration and development framework. It also emerges that state 
perspectives on migration (discussed in chapter 3), are different from the 
perspectives of migrants and their families. State policies in both Bihar and 
India are characterised by a sedentary bias – an entrenched moral and nor-
mative judgment that rural people should remain in rural areas. This is 
contrary to the evidence that mobility has historically been embedded in 
the cultural ethos of its people, and has increased in response to labour 
demand in urban areas.   

2.3 Liberalisation, globalisation, and the surge in 
migration  

Historically, migration has been a process with a certain degree of conti-
nuity, but it has undergone transformation under neoliberal globalisation 
(Delgado Wise et al. 2013). Both international and internal migration are 
embedded in global capitalism, and globalisation has been an important 
force in both the expansion and contraction of economic opportunities 
that drive this migration (Deshingkar and Grimm 2005).  

In India, economic liberalisation since the 1990s and the subsequent 
high growth regime has been accompanied by increasing inequalities be-
tween advanced and backward regions. Dreze and Sen (2013) argue that 
the growth process is so biased that it makes the country look like islands 
of California in a sea of sub-Saharan Africa. It is in this context that a vast 
majority of rural-urban migration in India, including much of the migra-
tion stream discussed in this thesis, may be located. While rural-urban mi-
gration may present new opportunities, it remains embedded in structural 
conditions of poverty in source regions. This is evident in Jan Breman’s 
seminal work on seasonal and temporary circular migration in south Gu-
jarat that emphasises on the ‘footloose proletariat’ - an enormous mass of 
men and women, adults and children, who possess little if any means of 
production of their own and who lead a circulatory existence in the lowest 
rungs of the labour system (Breman 1996: 243).4 This constrains the de-
velopment potential of labour, and contributes to the curtailment of their 
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basic freedoms and human capabilities at destination (Phillips 2009; Dreze 
and Sen 2013). 

At the same time, scholars have argued that the structural logic of 
global capitalism is not a sufficient explanation of why and how migration 
occurs; migrants’ own agency is central to the political economy of their 
migration (Phillips 2009). However, views of migration that focus solely 
on migrants’ own agency or welfare miss out on the multi-dimensional 
and multi-spatial aspects of migration, as well as the interrelations between 
migrants as social agents, and the local, regional, national and global con-
texts in which their migration is located (Delgado Wise and Covarrubias 
2013).  

This aforementioned perspective motivated this thesis and led me to 
deploy multiple methods and disciplines to better understand different as-
pects of contemporary labour migration from rural Bihar, and analyse how 
they may be linked with one another. Multi-sited fieldwork led to findings, 
meanings, and narratives that came together, time and again, yet diverged 
at other times. One such divergence was in the framing of migrants as 
heroes at origin and victims at destination. In the source region where 
conditions of structural poverty prevail, most migrant leave in search of 
better alternatives. As we see in chapter 7, almost all migrants send remit-
tances to their families in the rural areas. This act of migration of young 
men to hitherto unknown destinations, their hard work and remittances 
that follow for the survival and sustenance of their rural households is 
perceived to be heroic by family members and communities in source re-
gions.  

At the same time, abuse and exploitation of migrant workers goes hand 
in hand with their economic advancement (Wickramasera 2008). This 
point is closely related with the earlier point about globalisation and labour 
demand that drives this migration. Using Dreze and Sen’s analogy, there 
exists a vast supply of labour from the ‘seas of sub Saharan Africa’ to cater 
to the ‘islands of California’ in India. The large demand for cheap workers 
in developed nations and regions places migrants under conditions of in-
creased vulnerability and high exploitation (Gabriel 2013). This explains 
the framing of migrants as victims that emerges from the fieldwork with 
Bihari migrant workers in Delhi, discussed in chapters 7 and 8.  
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2.4 Theoretical and methodological perspectives  

This section discusses theoretical perspectives employed in the thesis, and 
elaborates upon the methods used, embedded in several disciplines. In the 
theoretical literature in economics, individual-level characteristics are im-
portant drivers of migration. Everett Lee refers to them as ‘personal fac-
tors’ in his seminal work on internal migration (Lee 1966). These also at-
tain importance in neoclassical models where costs of migration from rural 
to urban sector are high, and migration is an ‘individual’ decision based on 
wage differentials and expected income differentials between source and 
destination areas (Todaro 1969; Harris and Todaro 1970).  

Subsequent theorisations of the New Economics of Labour Migration 
(NELM) are a shift from neoclassical economics – the unit of analysis here 
moves from an atomised individual to a dynamic household, and migra-
tion is an income enhancing and risk sharing livelihood strategy adopted 
by the household (Stark and Bloom 1985; Stark and Lucas 1988). In this 
thesis, the empirical work on the determinants of migration in chapter 4 
draws upon neoclassical and NELM theories, thus taking into account 
both individual and household level variables that may explain migration. 
In addition, we draw on models that hypothesise social networks as an 
important variable in the decisions related to migration.  

NELM incorporates remittances, circular migration, and return migra-
tion in its framework; these had been beyond the scope of neoclassical 
theorisation.5 6 This inclusion of remittances – monetary transfers by mi-
grants to their families in the source area; circular migration – migrants’ 
movements back and forth between source and destination areas; and, re-
turn migration – migrants’ eventual return to source areas, allow for the 
possibility of the study of different streams of migration (short-term and 
long-term, permanent and temporary). This theorisation is more attuned 
to the empirical context of migration from Bihar where much of the mi-
gration is male-dominated and circular, and most migrants eventually re-
turn to their families in rural areas. 

While both neoclassical models and NELM have a distinct and differ-
entiated understanding of migration and development, they co-exist 
within the disciplinary domain of economics. Empirical research, be it in 
the neoclassical or NELM framework, tends to emphasise on the positive 
aspects of migration, both at the level of individual, and at the level of the 
household, mediated by remittances. On the other hand, literature in the 
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disciplines of anthropology, sociology and human geography is more crit-
ical of the same migration as it tends to focus on structural, and non-pecu-
niary aspects of migration. Thus, there exist disciplinary overtones in the 
literature, with sociologists and anthropologists7 being on the pessimistic 
end of the spectrum, and economists (neoclassical or of the NELM 
school) being on the optimistic end (Portes 2007). In recent years, how-
ever, new literature in migration and development in economics is moving 
beyond the objective frame of remittances and income (Clemens, Ozden 
and Rapoport 2014) to incorporate subjective measures of well-being such 
as happiness, and the costs of migration (Cortes 2015; Stillman, Gibson, 
McKenzie and Rohorua 2015). 

Diversity and disagreement exist in the migration literature, and there 
is no single coherent theory of migration. At the same time, there is suffi-
cient empirical literature which supports the idea that migration-develop-
ment interactions are diverse and cannot be generalised. De Haas argues 
that the recent ‘celebration’ of the positive aspects of migration under-
mines the structural constraints in general and the role of the state and 
other institutions in particular, in shaping favourable conditions for social 
and economic development. In this context, the current discourse on mi-
gration and development perhaps reflects a paradigm shift from depend-
ency and state centricism, from grand structuralist and functionalism to 
neoliberal and neoclassical views, to more hybrid and pluralistic ap-
proaches (De Haas 2008). 

Methodologically, this thesis is motivated by the aforementioned hy-
brid and pluralistic approaches, and draws from the disciplines of eco-
nomics, sociology and human geography. Migration is treated as both a 
project in its own right, as well as part of the broader processes of social 
change. To this end, the thesis uses mixed methods in social science re-
search to address its key research questions. As explained by Creswell,  

A mixed methods design is useful to capture the best of both quantitative 
and qualitative approaches... researchers may first survey a large number of 
individuals, then follow up with a few of them to obtain their specific lan-
guage and voices about the topic. In these situations, the advantages of col-
lecting both closed ended quantitative data and open-ended qualitative data 
prove advantageous to best understand a research problem (Creswell 2003: 
22).  
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The thesis employs a sequential approach, whereby, quantitative data 
collected from large scale surveys in 1998-2000 and 2009-2011 is followed 
by qualitative data obtained from case studies and migrant narratives. 8 In 
addition, state policy documents are critically examined to analyse state 
discourses on rural-urban migration. This ‘methodological pluralism’ ena-
bles the use of ‘different techniques to get access to different facets of the 
same social phenomenon’ (Olsen 2004: 6).  

While quantitative data, overall, is appropriate in explaining the deter-
minants and impact of migration in source areas, qualitative data helps in 
understanding village-level migration processes, and in particular migrant 
experiences at destination. Together, a combination of qualitative and 
quantitative techniques is a ‘pragmatic’ approach as it ‘opens the door to 
multiple methods, different worldviews, and different assumptions, as well 
as to different forms of data collection and analysis in the mixed methods 
study’ (Creswell 2003: 12).  

2.5 Data 

The data used in this thesis are part of a long-term study of social and 
economic change in rural Bihar. These data are a subset of data from sur-
veys undertaken in 1998-2000 and 2009-11, archived under the Institute 
for Human Development Research Programme on Inclusive Develop-
ment in Bihar. The data are rooted in earlier research undertaken in 1981-
83 to study the working of the agrarian systems, the persistence of poverty, 
labour market institutions and demographic change (Prasad, Rodgers, 
Sharma, Gupta and Sharma 1988; Rodgers et al. 2016). Village and house-
hold level data were collected in 36 villages designed to be representative 
of rural Bihar. Of these 36 villages, 12 are core villages and have been 
resurveyed in 1998-2000 and 2009-11.9 
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Map 2.1 
The regions of Bihar 

 

 

2.5.1 Selection of villages, 1981 

For diversity and representativeness, the research project in 1981 distin-
guished 6 regions of Bihar, based on a cluster analysis of the then 24 dis-
tricts in the plains of Bihar. The following variables were used for cluster-
ing: population growth, population density, urbanisation, tenancy, 
cropping intensity, use of high-yielding varieties (HYV) of paddy, and 
tubewell cultivation (Rodgers et al. 2013). 

Once the cluster regions were identified (see appendix table 2.1 for a 
description of the six regions), one district from each cluster was chosen 
with probability proportional to their population. These districts were: 
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Gaya, Gopalganj, Madhubani, Nalanda, Purnia and Rohtas. Within each 
district, three blocks were selected randomly. Within each block, villages 
were stratified into small and large villages; one large village and one small 
village was selected randomly from each block. So, in total, there were 6 
villages in each district – 36 villages in all. Of these, two villages in each 
district were selected for detailed investigation (core villages). This thesis 
is based on data from these 12 core villages.10  

2.5.2 Selection of households, 1998-99 and 2009-11 

In 1998, a household census was undertaken in each of the 12 core villages 
that comprised 3,906 households. Thereafter, a stratified random sample 
of 891 households was drawn, with class being the key stratification fac-
tor.11 In all, three rounds of household surveys were conducted during the 
period 1998-2000.12 In the thesis, we use data from the first two rounds 
conducted in 1998-1999. Among other information, the surveys gathered 
information on income from various sources, migration of members, de-
mographic and labour composition, caste, class and land ownership. 
Household-level data of the 891 households in 12 core villages is used in 
the analysis in chapters 5 and 6. In addition, individual-level data 
(n=3,003) of household members is used in chapter 4.  

The next set of resurveys began in began in 2009, of households and 
communities in the same villages.13 Two rounds of data collection were 
undertaken from 2009 to 2011. For the purpose of the thesis, we use 
household data from 2011. Chapters 5 and 6 are based on a detailed in-
come accounting exercise which was undertaken for the same and succes-
sor 903 households of the original sample of households covered in 1999, 
and chapter 4 uses individual-level data (n=3,415).  

2.5.3 Studying a village-city migration stream  

The qualitative research in this thesis studies a village-city migration 
stream. The rationale for studying migrants from a single village was to be 
able to undertake an analysis of the village-city nexus. The village selected 
was from a sampling frame of 12 villages which were studied at three 
points in time earlier (in 1981, 1998-99 and 2009-11), of which longitudi-
nal household data was available for two points in time (1998-99 and 2009-
11). The criteria of village selection were that it have overall high levels of 
out-migration and be characterised by diverse migration experiences. On 
the basis of these criteria, of the 12 sample villages, Mahisham village in 
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the district of Madhubani in North Bihar best fit the bill.14 In 2011, 78 per 
cent of the households in the village had at least one member that had 
migrated for work in the preceding year, and we gain insights from work 
in this village that may be relevant for other high migration villages.  

Delhi was selected as a research destination because the Bihar-Delhi 
migration circuit is among the densest migration circuits in India. The net 
rural to urban inter-state migration from Bihar to Delhi between 2001 and 
2011 is estimated to be the second largest such movement of migrants in 
the country (Indian Institute for Human Settlements 2012).15 Other stud-
ies as well as the IHD Bihar surveys find that the National Capital Region 
of Delhi is the most preferred destination for Bihari migrant labour; about 
a fourth of the total migrants from the state migrate for work here (Indian 
Institute of Public Administration 2010; Rodgers et al. 2013). They are 
engaged in a variety of occupations as wage workers and self-employed 
workers. Thus, this region provides a rich sample of migrant workers.  

Fieldwork was undertaken in the village (Mahisham) and the city 
(Delhi) with 53 research participants – migrant workers in the city (10), 
their family members in the village (22), and key informants (21). The mi-
grant research participants were drawn from a pool of households on 
whom comprehensive information is available from earlier surveys 1998-
99 and 2009-11. It is thus possible to locate these case studies of rural-
urban migrants in the rural household’s trajectory over time, and read 
them in conjunction with the existing village data records and notes for 
1998-99 and 2009-11. These longitudinal and bi-locational methodological 
components are particularly useful in constructing migration and liveli-
hood histories of individuals and households. They also act as important 
validation tools and supplement the urban migrants’ narratives.16 

2.5.4 Data constraints 

The surveys undertaken in the late 1990s, aimed to study social and eco-
nomic change in rural Bihar since the early 1980s, and went back to the 
same 36 villages (see Sharma, Sarkar, Karan, Gayathri and Pushpendra 
2001 and Institute for Human Development 2004, for details). However, 
it was not possible to cover the same households, because the data needed 
to permit individual identification had been lost (Rodgers et al. 2016). This 
brings us to the important methodological point of this research, that most 
longitudinal studies are not actually planned as such (Himanshu, Jha and 
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Rodgers 2016). Thus, resurvey exercises bring with them complex chal-
lenges in data management – in terms of consistencies in concepts and 
definitions across surveys, as well as in issues related to the collection, 
processing and analysis of data.17 That said, in the context of this research, 
the resurveys since 2009 focus on a wide range of issues such as changes 
in production, employment and income in the same households as 1998-
99. For the construction of this household panel used in the thesis, an 
additional data collection exercise was undertaken in 2013 to better under-
stand panel attrition between 1999 and 2011 (see chapter 6 for details).  
Furthermore, it was not possible to build an individual-level panel; the 
context of patrilocality implied that a substantial proportion of female re-
spondents in the 1999 survey were no longer residents of the survey 
households in 2011, and new households residents were added through 
marriage in the years between the surveys. These data constraints explain 
the use of cross-section data in the individual-level analysis and that of 
panel data in household-level analysis in this thesis. 

2.5.5 Data and chapters 

The thesis is organised as follows. Post this chapter that sets the context 
of migration and development to the case of Bihar, chapter 3 discusses 
changing state discourses on rural-urban migration in India. This is based 
on a critical examination of relevant policy and programme documents of 
the Indian state spanning a period of more than eight decades since the 
early 1930s. It appears from this exercise that the state’s perspectives of 
migration are fundamentally different from the evidence that is recorded 
in this thesis – both in terms of the pattern of migration that emerges from 
the quantitative research, and the experiences of migration that emerge 
from the qualitative research. 

Chapters 4, 5, and 6 use longitudinal survey data to address three broad 
research questions.  First, in chapter 4, we explore the determinants of 
migration and if these have changed over time. This is done in a multivar-
iate regression framework, using a probit specification on two cross-sec-
tions of data to examine if the determinants of individual migration have 
changed between 1998 and 2011. Second, in chapter 5, using household 
income data from 1999 and 2011, changes in the sources of income are 
analysed to understand the diversification of the Bihar economy, and the 
role of remittances therein. Third, in chapter 6, we estimate the income 
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impacts of migration; the technique of difference-in-differences estima-
tion for panel data is used to examine, if, over time, welfare outcomes of 
households that experience migration are different from those that don’t. 

Chapters 7 and 8, based on qualitative research present an in-depth 
study of a migration stream from a village to an urban destination. Based 
on multi-sited fieldwork in the village and the city, long-term village-level 
data, case studies, and migrant narratives are used to explore the processes 
of migration in the context of rapid rural change and growing linkages of 
rural labour with urban labour markets. Chapter 7 focuses on the changing 
motivations to migrate, migrants’ work in the city, the role of social net-
works, and their urban isolation. It explores rural-urban linkages from the 
lens of household and gender dynamics, and consumption, aspirations and 
dowry. Chapter 8 explores complex emotional experiences of young male 
rural migrants in Delhi. Predominantly based on migrant narratives, it 
draws upon everyday lived experiences of migrants to present an in-depth 
account of their migration journeys. In doing so, it captures gendered and 
familial emotions of migration, as well as young people’s aspirations and 
anxieties, and contributes to emerging scholarship on the emotional geog-
raphies of migration. In addition to the qualitative data, Chapter 7 uses 
household and village-level survey data of 1999 and 2011, and chapters 7 
and 8 are based on multi-sited fieldwork. These methodological features 
add the dimensions of time and space in the analysis of the migration 
stream under study, and the analysis in both chapters reveals the hetero-
geneity in migration-remittance-development interactions.  

2.6 The context of Bihar  

Bihar, with a population of 104.1 million is the third most populated state 
in India, after Uttar Pradesh and Maharashtra (Census of India 2011). If 
Bihar were a country, it would be the twelfth most populous in the world, 
preceded by Egypt, Philippines and Ethiopia, and succeeded by Russia, 
Mexico, and Japan. It comprises 9 per cent of India’s population and co-
vers 3 per cent of its landmass, making it the most densely populated state 
in the country. Bihar’s decadal growth of population in 2001–11 was 25.1 
per cent — the highest in the country—as against 17.6 per cent for all-
India. It is the least urbanised state in the country; just 11.3 per cent of its 
population lives in urban areas, and the increase in the rate of urbanisation 
has been very low—0.8 per cent between 2001 and 2011 (Census of India 
2011). A disproportionate share of India’s poor live in Bihar. Of Bihar’s 
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total population, 34 per cent live below the poverty line (World Bank 
2016). 

Bihar’s backwardness is a result of myriad factors – its colonial history 
characterised by the Permanent Settlement land tenure system that en-
trenched the zamindari system; state policies such as freight equalisation in 
the post-independence period (see below), and ‘state incapacity by design’ 
wherein in the 1990s and 2000s, the state was deliberately not governed 
for a decade and a half by the political regime in power (Matthew and 
Moore 2011). With the change in political regime in 2005, there was a ‘re-
surgence’ of Bihar, and a turnaround in its economy; yet, structural prob-
lems persist. In this section, we briefly discuss milestones in Bihar’s social 
and economic development trajectory to better understand the context of 
outmigration from the state.  

In the post-independence period despite its abolition, remnants of the 
zamindari system persisted. The failure in the implementation of land re-
forms ensured that the system still remained ‘semi-feudal’ – where, to a 
large extent, land, labour and credit markets were interlocked. The rural 
landowning ‘semi-feudal’ class consisting largely of upper castes – the 
Brahmins, Bhumihars, Rajputs and Kayasthas, along with a small section 
of Muslims and middle castes controlled social, economic, and political 
power in the state. This system was not only exploitative, but it also ham-
pered the process of agrarian transformation in the state (Prasad et al. 
1988; Prasad 1989).  

The Freight Equalisation Policy (1952) constrained Bihar’s ability to 
reap the benefits of its natural resource base of rich minerals such as coal 
and iron. This policy subsidised freight to ensure availability of basic in-
dustrial inputs at the same price throughout India. Therefore, due to al-
ready existing industry and infrastructure, advanced regions of northern 
and western India were able to promote the growth of industries whilst 
deprived regions such as Bihar that had a comparative advantage for in-
dustrialization suffered (Ghosh and Gupta 2009). Corbridge, Harriss and 
Jeffrey (2013) have called this suffering a version of resource curse in con-
sequence. In the 1960s and 1970s, the Green Revolution bypassed the 
state as it was targeted at select agricultural regions in the country that had 
assured irrigation. Ironically, as agriculture at home remained backward 
and stagnant, Bihari labour traversed long distances to work in the agri-
cultural fields of northwestern India where the Green Revolution brought 
material wealth and prosperity.18 
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Since the 1960s, the state experienced relative economic decline vis- à-
vis the rest of India on account of widespread poverty, weak socioeco-
nomic infrastructure, and low investment (Rodgers et al. 2013). Bihar’s 
‘semi-feudal’ production relations contributed to the iniquitous and ex-
ploitative socioeconomic structure, which in turn reinforced semi-feudal-
ism. One ramification of this was the rise of a militant peasant movement 
that was accompanied by caste and class tensions (Sharma 1995; Sharma 
2005). From 1990 until 2005, the state witnessed a near collapse of the 
administrative law and order machinery under the rule of Laloo Prasad 
Yadav. Yadav’s rise to power was sustained by an electoral coalition of 
poorer and historically oppressed groups that he mobilised on the basis of 
continual confrontation with the historically oppressive elite. In doing so, 
he knowingly undermined the capacity of the state apparatus, and there 
was a rise in corruption and weakening of state institutions (Matthew and 
Moore 2011). This was accompanied by the ascendancy of the middle 
castes – the Kurmis, Koeris and the Yadavs, as well as the Dalits and Mus-
lims. The regime’s emphasis on izzat – respect and dignity of the poor, 
translated into political empowerment without economic development in 
the state (Sharma 2005; Jha and Pushpendra 2014).  

In 2005, Nitish Kumar became the Chief Minister, riding on the prom-
ise of law and order, economic growth and development (Jha and Push-
pendra 2014). Under the new government, law and order was restored, 
political and economic confidence increased, and Bihar became among the 
fastest growing state economies in India. The state’s transformation was 
labeled as the ‘Bihar miracle’ (Matthew and Moore 2011); after several 
decades of economic stagnation, Bihar’s Gross State Domestic Product 
(GSDP) grew astonishingly, at 12 per cent per annum between 2006 and 
2013. Much of this growth was concentrated in the secondary and tertiary 
sectors of construction, transport, storage and communication, trade, ho-
tels and restaurants, and banking and insurance. At the same time, a ma-
jority of workers in the state remained concentrated in the agricultural sec-
tor dominated by small and marginal landholdings. In 2012-13, the per 
capita income of Bihar was still the lowest for any state in the country at 
41 per cent of the national average, despite advances in narrowing the Bi-
har-India gap in the last few years (GOB 2014).  

The labour market in rural Bihar has changed significantly over the last 
30 years. From a stagnant, semi-feudal environment in which much labour 
suffered from various degrees of bondage, it has moved towards a more 
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open, market driven system, in which labour migration to other parts of 
India has both reduced local relationships of dependency and provided 
new opportunities (Rodgers et al. 2013). According to official statistics, 
agriculture continues to be the primary employer of the population of Bi-
har; 62 per cent of its workers are employed in this sector (NSSO 2011). 
In recent years, against the backdrop of high economic growth in the state, 
the local non-farm sector has also grown in importance (Kumar and 
Sarkar 2012).  

At the same time, there is high outmigration for work from Bihar’s 
villages; Bihar’s economy is often referred to as a remittance economy (In-
dian Institute of Public Administration 2010). Be it when Bihar was the 
basket case of development in the 1990s or its poster child under Nitish 
Kumar’s rule since 2005, outmigration for work from the state persists, 
but its incidence has increased in recent years, particularly in the time pe-
riod under the study. Bihari workers respond to labour demand elsewhere 
in India, and the standard of living has improved largely in Bihar with em-
ployment opportunities in other states (Tsujita, Oda and Ghosh 2010). 
The next section traces the history of migration from the state, and dis-
cusses changes in the pattern of migration over time.   

2.7 Bihar migration  

Bihar has a long history of migration. In the 1830s, a significant wave of 
migration began. Biharis were taken as indentured labour (girmitiya) to sug-
arcane and rubber plantations in the British colonies of the Caribbean – 
Guyana, Suriname, Trinidad and Tobago, and Fiji and Mauritius, and this 
migration lasted for almost a century. In the second half of the 19th cen-
tury, there were two major migration streams from the state – to the tea 
gardens in Assam and to the urban labour markets in Calcutta, both of 
which were prominent for a century. 

Historical accounts have challenged the conventional wisdom of im-
mobility of India’s rural population that we touched upon in Chapter 1. 
Anand Yang’s analysis of migration from Saran district in Bihar reveals 
high rates of internal migration through the late 19th and early 20th century 
– about 10 per cent of the overall population.19 20 Using diverse historical 
sources, Yang (1979) finds that lower castes such as Tanti, Ahir, Kurmi, 
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Kahar, Kalwar, Bhar, Dusadh, Nonia, Bind and Chamar dominated out-
migration from Saran in the early 20th Century.21 Much of this migration 
was seasonal, and linked with the agricultural calendar. Yang explains, 

The “push” was felt particularly by persons of low economic and social sta-
tus because “this class of population had little inducement to stay at home 
for agricultural wages are notoriously low, and [they] will be ready to go 
abroad in order to earn a fair wage.” Such opportunities existed eastwards 
“in the mills, factories, docks and coal mines, or on the roads and railways, 
or in harvesting the crops of other districts”. (Yang 1979: 48).  

Chattopadhaya (1987) argues that this eastward movement – the large 
volume of migration from Bihar to Bengal in the decade of 1891-1901 was 
on account of push factors – ‘indicative of Bihar’s tremendous economic 
push and of the struggle for existence of the Biharis’ (Chattopadhaya 1987: 
253). On the whole, these migrants belonged to all castes, were spread 
across the social hierarchy, and the sole objective of their migration was 
to earn a living, and save so as to be able to send remittances to family 
members in the village (Chattopadhaya 1987). The ‘optimising peasant mi-
grant’ balanced risks and uncertainty to undertake temporary movements 
to maximize his income (Yang 1979). Thus, it appears, that the early 20th 
Century peasant migration from Bihar, in terms of its linkages with the 
agricultural calendar, and responding to both local and distant opportuni-
ties has striking similarities with the livelihoods approach that gained trac-
tion in the 1980s and 1990s.  

The stagnation of Bengal’s industrial economy in the 1930s, coupled 
with a lack of demand for workers in the tea gardens of Assam led to a 
decline in the eastward stream of migration from Bihar (Ghosh and 
Sharma 1995).  In the late 1960s and 1970s, with the spread of the Green 
Revolution in northwestern India, there was a surge in the demand for 
agricultural labour. Bihar, mired in economic stagnation and poverty, saw 
a massive outflow of agricultural labourers to the states of Punjab and 
Haryana (Rodgers and Rodgers 2001; Sharma 2005). Over time, there was 
a spillover of this rural-rural migration stream into the neighbouring in-
dustrial towns and urban areas. The national capital region of Delhi too 
became a favoured destination among migrant workers. In 2009, 28 per 
cent of all migrant workers from Bihar worked in Delhi (Rodgers et al. 
2013). Migrants moved into non-agricultural work such as rickshawpull-
ing, building and construction work, carpentry, masonry and casual work 
in the informal sector (Karan 2003).  
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Thus, with the decline of Bengal, eastward streams of migration shifted 
to new areas of prosperity in north India. There were shifts in the pattern 
of migration too, from predominantly short-term flows, linked with the 
agricultural calendar, migration became relatively longer-term, and a ma-
jority of migrants were delinked from agricultural production, and the la-
bour market in source villages (Datta 2016a). In recent years, migrants 
have started going to the southern Indian states of Andhra Pradesh, Ker-
ala, Tamil Nadu and Karnataka (Rodgers et al. 2013). Labour demand in 
urban destinations in these states, along with demographic variations be-
tween source and destination regions drives this migration.  

Caste intersects with migration in several ways. On the whole, migra-
tion spans across caste (De Haan 2002). At the same time, migration 
streams tend to be differentiated by caste, and caste networks help mi-
grants access distant labour markets. Of the early 20th Century migration 
from Bihar, Chattopadhaya (1987) notes, 

Those who migrated from Bihar belonged to different social compartments, 
high and low, but caste or social hierarchy seemed to impose very little re-
striction on the occupations they followed on their migration into Bengal. 
Rather, all sorts of employments were welcomed by the migrants from Bi-
har…. employments which would have been looked down upon in the 
neighbourhood of their village-homes. The Brahmin migrants, for instance, 
were found serving as peons, policemen, door-keepers, cooks and even as 
day-labourers (Chattopadhyaya, 1987: 278-9). 

For upper castes, doing manual wage work in their home villages con-
tinues to be a taboo as it is against the ritual hierarchy of caste. Many peo-
ple thus prefer to work outside to be able to undertake a variety of work 
and access diverse occupations (Karan 2003). At the same time, many 
lower castes are averse to work in the village on account of the history of 
feudal exploitation and subsequent caste tension, strife, and violence in 
Bihar. 22 From their perspective, migration has provided a route to ‘work 
with dignity and freedom’ (Deshingkar, Kumar, Chobey and Kumar 
2006), and increased migration may be an important agent of change in 
rural Bihar (Sharma 2005). However, this does not necessarily mean that 
villagers prefer to migrate than to stay in the village; based on fieldwork in 
north Bihar, Indrajit Roy argues that migrants indeed want to live in the 
village, if work that is in the domain of their dignity is available (Roy 2014).  
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Circularity has remained an enduring feature of migration from Bihar. 
On the whole, late 19th and early 20th century migrants to Bengal had no 
intention of settling in Bengal permanently (Chattopadhyaya 1987). Mi-
grants remained tied to their land and families in source villages, and mi-
gration was a household strategy. Even when relatively permanent em-
ployment was offered at destination, migration from Bihar to Bengal 
remained circular (De Haan 1996). Permanent migration was not pre-
ferred as it was looked as property lost in the village; seasonal migration 
persisted, as seasonal migration was considered safe (Yang 1979). Inter-
estingly, and not so surprisingly, Chattopadhyaya notes that those at the 
lowest rung of the social hierarchy in the village were more likely to choose 
permanent migration. This may be explained by their outcaste status that 
defined dirty and menial jobs reserved for them in the village, coupled 
with the lack of land and other assets that did not tie them to the source 
village. In fact, social and economic conditions in the destination regions 
appealed to the lower castes much more than their circumstances in the 
villages of origin. Chattopadhyaya explains, 

Among the migrants, those most inclined towards permanent residence in 
Bengal were the sweepers and ‘chamars’ (dealers in hides) whose earnings 
and security of their jobs induced them to stay on in Bengal… (Chattopadh-
yaya 1987: 278).  

This may be a contrast from current migration streams from Bihar 
where IHD surveys show that it is a minority among the upper castes and 
those at the top of the economic hierarchy who are most inclined and able 
to leave the village permanently.23 Permanent migration from the village 
to the city is desired in a context where it offers better work and education 
opportunities. In particular, young people aspire to have a firm foothold 
in the city to access new opportunities in urban India. This is coveted even 
more in the context of decline of agriculture and lack of employment in 
rural areas. At the same time, permanent migration also requires substan-
tial resources that only a few can afford. For temporary migrants, on the 
other hand, ‘difficult work and working conditions during their stay out-
side progressively reduce their capacity and desire to undertake such jour-
neys’ (Ghosh and Sharma 1995). 

On the whole, however, though migration streams have become 
longer-term, and rural workers are increasingly embedded in the urban 
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economy, their migration remains circular. The circularity of labour mi-
gration in Bihar needs to be emphasised. Men go out to work and ulti-
mately return to their village. It has clearly emerged from successive revis-
its that over time, permanent migration of the kind that involves relocation 
of households from the village is very limited. Given that most of this 
migration is to urban labour markets across various locations in India, we 
have argued elsewhere that, since the rural areas bear the cost of the pro-
duction, maintenance, and reproduction of the labour force, they are sub-
sidising economic growth and development in the urban areas (Datta et 
al. 2014). This is manifested time and again, and most recently in the con-
text of the sudden demonetisation of the Indian economy in November 
2016. In the wake of demonetisation, there have been reports of disrup-
tion and contraction of economic activity in specific sectors, accompanied 
by job losses and migrants being pushed into precarious work, or migrant 
workers in urban areas having to return to their villages.  (Sharma 2016; 
Naik, Kunduri and Parulkar 2017). This has been corroborated in my ur-
ban fieldwork site of Basai Darapur in Delhi where, in the weeks following 
demonetisation, there has been contraction of economic activity and exo-
dus of migrant workers to their village in Mahisham, Bihar (Personal Com-
munication, November 2016). Thus, the migrant’s contact with the city 
can be long-term, yet ephemeral. He may have been working in the city 
for decades, yet this association can abruptly end on account of an external 
shock, resulting him to take recourse to his rural residence.  

2.8 In conclusion  

This chapter has discussed the broad empirical and theoretical literature 
within which this thesis is located, drawing on multiple strands of the ‘mi-
gration and development’ literature, rooted in the academic disciplines of 
economics, sociology and human geography. It has also drawn on the 
larger literature on international migration, as both internal and interna-
tional migrations are closely intertwined, in terms of their drivers, out-
comes and impacts. It has emphasised that both types of migration have 
expanded under contemporary globalisation, and in the case of India this 
needs to be located in the particular context of economic liberalisation 
since the 1990s.  

The chapter has then delineated the framework of mixed methods re-
search, describing the quantitative and qualitative data used in this thesis, 
and its association with a long-term research programme in rural Bihar. 
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Thereafter, the chapter traces social and economic developments in Bihar 
to give a background to the geographical site of research. Lastly, the chap-
ter discusses the history of Bihar migration, with an emphasis on its chang-
ing patterns in recent decades. In sum, the chapter has attempted to set 
the context for the empirical research of this thesis on internal labour mi-
gration in India. 

Notes 
 

1 Modernisation theories derive from neoclassical economic models that concep-
tualise development as the movement of surplus labour from ‘subsistence’ to ‘cap-
italist’ sectors (Lewis 1954) in a linear ‘set of stages of growth’ (Rostow 1959). De-
pendency theories, on the other hand, located migration in the wider structures of 
the global capitalist economy, shaped by the ‘dependency’ between the ‘core’ and 
‘periphery’, between the ‘metropolis’ and ‘satellites’. Migration here was thus con-
sidered an inevitable part of global capitalism that contributed to the ‘development 
of underdevelopment’ (Frank 1966; Wallerstein 1974, 1980 in De Haas 2008).  
2 This is also closely intertwined with the lack of interdisciplinarity within migration 
studies.  
3 Subjectivities here refer to migrants’ own experiences, ideas and attitudes. Mi-
grants’ subjectivities about their migration may be different from perspectives of 
the market and the state on the same migration. 
4 Breman argues that footloose labour is pushed out of the agrarian labour market 
to depend on casual work, and their ‘urban employment in the informal sector is 
marked by a cyclicality that is usually associated with an agrarian-rural economic 
lifestyle’ (Breman 1996: 70). 
5 In the NELM framework, Stark and Lucas (1988) attribute the importance of 
remittances in the development process to five factors, viz., the scale and pace of 
rural-urban migration, the magnitude of urban to rural remittances, its impact on 
the distribution of income, impact on resource constraints in the sending econo-
mies, particularly in the agricultural sector and impact on the next generation. 
6 Interestingly, return migration was part of one of the earliest theorisations of mi-
gration; Ravenstein’s fourth law of migration stated that ‘each main current of mi-
gration produces a compensating counter-current’ (Ravenstein 1885: 33).  
7 For a review of the contributions of the discipline of geography, and its engage-
ment with migration research, see King (2011). 
8 On the other hand, a researcher may begin with a qualitative method, and fol-
low it up a large sample based quantitative method (Creswell 2003).  
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9 The A. N. Sinha Institute of Social Studies and the International Labour Organi-
sation undertook this research in the early 1980s [see Prasad et al (1988)]. For a 
detailed account and history of this longitudinal research in Bihar, see Rodgers, 
Mishra and Sharma (2016).   
10 Villages closer to the cluster mean in each size group were selected as core vil-
lages.  
11 As in the surveys of 1981-83, the questionnaire for the census household survey 
in 12 core villages in 1998-99 was specifically designed to permit a class stratifica-
tion of each village. Subsequent sampling was undertaken within each class stra-
tum. Seven principal occupation groups in this class structure were agricultural la-
bourers who do not cultivate, agricultural labourers who cultivate, poor middle 
peasants, middle peasants, big peasants, landlords and non-agricultural labourers.  
12 The data was collected by the Institute for Human Development, New Delhi, as 
part of research projects funded by ActionAid and the National Bank for Agricul-
ture and Rural Development. 
13 I was a part of the team that developed the research tools for the 2009-11 study, 
and have been involved in the data collection, data processing and its analysis. 
14 Census statistics reveal that Madhubani district sends the maximum number of 
migrants from Bihar to Delhi. In fact, 1.95 per cent of all migrants in Delhi are 
from Madhubani (Census of India 2001).  
15 The highest net rural to urban inter-state migration stream is from Uttar Pradesh 
to Delhi.  
16 De Haan (1996), in his work on migrant workers in Kolkata has highlighted that 
the views of migrant workers in destination may well be different if studied from 
the rural side.  
17 Some of these are discussed in chapter 6. 
18 Capitalist agriculture reached only a small part in central Bihar that had a history 
of canal irrigation.  
19 This is in contrast with official data sources such as colonial reports; Yang (1979) 
suggests that these sources underestimate seasonal migration.  
20 In the current study, for Bihar as a whole, the share of migrants in total popula-
tion increased from 9.7 per cent in 1998 to 19.5 per cent in 2011.  
21 He notes that the Bourdillon Report (1890) describes the migrants as ‘the lower 
classes’.  
22 In the late 1990s, Sharma (2005) notes the increase in commuters to nearby vil-
lages and towns. Many commuters were also seasonal migrants; they preferred to 
work outside the village to break away from the hardship of caste discrimination 
in the village. 
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23 The surveys also reveal that the highest incidence of migration is among the most 
educated. 
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3 State Discourses on Rural-Urban 
Migration in India 

 
 

3.1 Introduction 

Policy and programme documents of the Indian state offer unique insights 
into the nature and pattern of the state’s desired development path. With 
the exception of reports in the colonial period, state policy documents 
have accorded far less space to the phenomenon of rural-urban labour 
migration than one may expect. This silence on labour migration, given its 
fundamental role envisaged in the state’s development project, is striking. 
Nevertheless several discourses on rural-urban migration emerge from the 
state’s industrial, labour, rural and urban policies. These may converge, 
contradict, or be in conflict with one another. These perspectives, in turn, 
form and inform ideas and perceptions about migration.  

This chapter examines state discourses on rural-urban migration span-
ning a period of more than eight decades since the early 1930s.  Three sets 
of policy documents are critically analysed. First, two important colonial 
reports on labour throw light on state policy of labour migration in British 
India. Second, Five-Year Plan documents through which economic plan-
ning in India has been undertaken for six decades since 1951 have been 
studied. And, third, noteworthy government reports such as those of the 
National Commission on Labour (1969, 2002) and National Commission 
on Rural Labour (1991) are examined.  

Section 3.2 explores the perspectives of the Royal Commission on La-
bour (1931) and the Labour Investigation Committee (1946) on rural-ur-
ban migration in India. This is followed by the newly independent state’s 
view on such migration, related to its industrial development project in 
section 3.3. Thereafter, section 3.4 focuses on the Green Revolution and 
migration of labour. Subsequently, section 3.5 engages with several inter-
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related themes that emerge from the state’s discourse on rural–urban mi-
gration. It highlights the state’s changing discourse in the post-liberalisa-
tion period, emphasising urban-rural welfare linkages, the urbanisation-
migration disconnect, rural and urban development policies, and the role 
of the federal state in shaping the discourse on rural-urban migration. Sec-
tion 3.6 concludes.  

 

3.2 The migration question in India before Independence  

The migration question was an important question in pre-independent In-
dia. Rural-urban migration was inextricably linked to the state’s industrial-
isation project. A dominant discourse during this time was that the west-
ern historical experience of transfer of labour from the rural and 
agricultural to the urban and industrial sectors would play out in India. 
This section discusses the outlook and approach of the Royal Commission 
on Labour (1931), and the Labour Investigation Committee (1946) to-
wards the migration question. While the two bodies differed in their per-
spectives, they addressed this fundamental issue of rural-urban migration 
upfront. 

The Royal Commission on Labour in India (RCLI) was constituted un-
der the chairmanship of John Henry Whitley to study the conditions of 
labour in industrial undertakings and plantations.1 This Commission, pop-
ularly known as the Whitley Commission, noted that the industrial work-
ing class in the West was drawn mainly from persons brought up in towns, 
and partly those who abandoned the country for towns. In India, on the 
other hand, this class comprised of mainly migrants (RCLI 1931). This key 
difference explained the circularity of migration, that, in the minds of 
those who undertook it, migration from rural areas to the factories was 
not a permanent exodus, but a temporary transfer. Referring to a typical 
migrant worker, the Commission pointed out that:  

The city, as such, has no attraction for him and, when he leaves the village, 
he has seldom an ambition beyond that of securing the necessities of life. 
Few industrial workers would remain in industry if they could secure suffi-
cient food and clothing in the village; they are pushed, not pulled, to the city 
(RCLI 1931: 11). 
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Thus, the Commission argued that the industrial population not be di-
vorced from the villages, and that the existing contact of the industrial 
population and the village be maintained and stimulated (RCLI 1931: 20).2 

However, less than two decades later, the Labour Investigation Com-
mittee set up under the chairmanship of M.V. Rege took a different view.3 
Contrary to the suggestion of the Whitley Commission, the Rege Com-
mittee felt that the village-nexus should not be positively encouraged so 
as to improve conditions of industrial towns, in particular related to social 
security of workers. It argued that the village, and the joint family and 
caste, were steadily deteriorating as economic supports of the workers. At 
this juncture, the workers were considered to be in a transitional stage in 
which they were gradually losing the support of the village and had not 
been able to secure a firm footing in the industrial areas. Thus, the Com-
mittee felt that to ‘turn back the clock of time and either to prevent the 
worker from coming to the town or to force him back to the village would 
be a step in the wrong direction’ (GOI 1946: 78). In principle, this view-
point was compatible with the post-independence industrialisation dis-
course where there was a demand for industrial workers in India’s state-
led industrialisation project. This viewpoint also echoed modernisation 
theory and conformed to dual sector models of development where de-
velopment was seen as a linear movement from agriculture to industry 
(Lewis 1954). It was envisaged as the transition of a traditional society 
characterised by the primary sector to an industrial urban society in set 
stages of growth (Rostow 1959).  

In this period, the agricultural character of the factory population was 
a subject of much deliberation, for its degree would determine the nature 
of the migration project. Ties to the land, to the farms, played an important 
role in workers’ eventual return to the village upon retirement from the 
factory. The Whitley Commission noted that while the factory population 
was not divorced from land, as in the West, it could not be regarded as 
composed of a mass of agriculturists serving a short term in industry 
(RCLI 1931). On the other hand, the Rege Committee painstakingly ar-
gued that the bulk of factory workers were migrants who had little stake 
in agriculture, though they owned land (GOI 1946).4 This disconnect from 
agriculture was expected to facilitate and ease their transition to an indus-
trial workforce.  
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3.3 Independent India and the industrialisation project  

In the earlier section, we discussed that the colonial state addressed the 
important question of the industrialisation-migration-development nexus. 
This was a fundamental topic of inquiry of both the Whitley Commission 
and the Rege Committee.5 With time, however, the migration-industriali-
sation-development nexus gave way to the industrialisation-development 
nexus, and the policy discourse in newly independent India became in-
creasingly silent about labour migration.  

The focus, and the text on industrial development in the First Five Year 
Plan (1951-1956) was largely devoted to output related measures; the key 
input of (industrial) labour in general and migrant labour in particular was 
absent in chapters on labour and employment. In other related themes 
such as urbanisation and expansion of commerce, migrant labour, central 
to the state’s industrialisation project, found no mention. The Second Plan 
(1956-61) furthered the state’s industrial programme at the cost of agricul-
ture.6 While it acknowledged that planned measures were required to 
transfer surplus labour from poorer areas for the execution of large-scale 
projects, Plan documents remained silent on the modalities of such trans-
fer. Complications were expected to arise in the movement of large num-
bers of workers, and it was felt that ‘bringing gainful work to the doors of 
people in distress may be a better way of dealing with their problems’ 
(GOI 1956)7 Thus emerged a fundamental contradiction in the state’s dis-
course in early plan documents – that industrialisation was necessary for 
development, but migration was not desirable.  

This contradiction made way for another paradox. Given that rural-
urban migration was inextricably linked with urbanisation, the discourse 
on urbanisation became entangled with difficulties related to migration. 
The perception that migration is a ‘problem’ emerges in the state’s narra-
tive time and again, as we will discuss in the course of this chapter. This is 
clearly pointed out in the Third Plan (1961-66), where, while urbanisation 
itself was considered an important aspect of the process of economic and 
social development, the Plan argued that urbanisation was,  

closely connected with many other problems such as migration from villages 
to towns, levels of living in rural and urban areas, relative costs of providing 
economic and social services in towns of varying size, provision of housing 
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for different sections of the population, provision of facilities like water sup-
ply, sanitation, transport and power, pattern of economic development…. 
(GOI 1961)8 

The state’s industrial project of Import Substitution Industrialisation 
(ISI) aimed at rapid industrialisation in heavy and basic industries, the 
costs of which would be borne by the public sector (Varshney 1995). This 
grand plan of industrial development was possible due to a squeeze on 
agriculture (Lipton 1977). However, by the end of the Second Plan, it was 
being argued that industrial emphasis ignored and even exacerbated rural 
poverty as land reforms and community development programme (includ-
ing panchayati raj) fell short of their production possibilities and democratic 
transformation respectively (Rudolph and Rudolph 1987).  A fundamental 
cause of the failure of the state’s industrialisation project was its embed-
dedness in the grand theorisation of modernisation that did not take into 
account issues of both context, and agency. As elsewhere in the Global 
South, in response to centralised top-down modernisation projects, there 
emerged several other ideas and articulations of development. These, in 
turn, had a bearing on the nature and pattern of rural-urban migration in 
India.  

3.4 Green Revolution and the migration of labour  

The industrialisation project failed to significantly transfer labour from ru-
ral to urban areas, and the expected urban migration associated with large-
scale industrial employment did not materialise. On the other hand, suc-
cessive droughts in the mid-1960s triggered distress migration from the 
rural areas; migration from villages to towns in search of employment ex-
acerbated during the drought period (GOI 1970).9  The drought of 1965-
67 was a landmark in several ways. First, it changed the industrialisation-
development narrative, and shifted the policy focus to agriculture.10 Sec-
ond, technological innovation in agriculture, and the adoption of high 
yielding varieties of seeds with assured inputs of irrigation and chemical 
fertilisers culminated in the Green Revolution.  

The Green Revolution induced large-scale migration of labour to 
northwestern India – in particular, to the states of Punjab and Haryana. In 
response to the Green Revolution, long-distance rural-rural migration 
emerged as an important stream of labour migration. In the context of this 
thesis, rural Bihar emerged as an important source region that supplied 
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agricultural labour to the northwestern states of Punjab and Haryana 
(Singh 1995). The Green Revolution contributed to pockets of high 
growth, and large-scale employment of migrant labour. The National 
Commission on Rural Labour (NCRL) estimated that 40 per cent of agri-
cultural workers were migrants. The Commission also noted that these 
migrant agricultural workers lived and worked in precarious conditions, 
and their problems were severe; they had long hours of backbreaking work 
in the fields, they had no housing facilities, and mostly lived on the farms 
where they worked, and often, their payments were delayed and de-
faulted.11 The Commission argued that agriculture of prosperous states 
like Punjab depends on migrant workers and therefore, they should legit-
imately mete out fair treatment, ensure fair housing, adequate wages and 
social security benefits for them (NCRL 1991; NCL 2002).12 

3.5 The post-liberalisation period  

3.5.1 Urban-rural welfare linkages 

The economic reforms of 1991 were a watershed in India’s economic pol-
icy and development paradigm. For the first time in post-Independent In-
dia, urban-rural linkages in consumption became evident in national sta-
tistics. In the pre-liberalisation period, rural growth alone had reduced 
poverty in rural areas. However, post-liberalisation, urban growth became 
a driver of rural poverty reduction (Datt and Ravallion 2009). At the same 
time, according to Census estimates, employment-related migration nearly 
doubled from 9.9 million to 18.7 million between the period 1981-1990 
and 2001- 2010 (Chandrasekhar, Naik and Roy 2017). These trends point 
towards an increasingly mobile workforce in the post-liberalisation period.   

State documents in the period emphasise the importance of rural-urban 
linkages, and acknowledge that rural areas, rural workers and rural re-
sources have contributed to urban growth and development, thus indicat-
ing the state’s persistent urban bias. Take, for instance the following par-
agraph from the Ninth Five Year Plan (1997-2002):  

 The rural hinterland has played a critical role in sustaining urbanisation. 
This is reflected in the indicators of sources of primary inputs, competitively 
priced labour for urban economic activities, primary funds as reflected in 
comparative urban and rural credit-deposit ratios and markets for urban 
pockets…. effective urban strategies and programmes cannot be developed 
in isolation of those living in rural areas (GOI 1997).13  
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3.5.2 Urbanisation-migration disconnect 

At the same time, there remained an underlying disconnect between ur-
banisation and migration in the state’s discourse. While urbanisation was 
clearly desirable, often, the state’s view on migration was ambivalent. Con-
sider the following text from the chapter on urban development in the 
Tenth Five Year Plan (2002-07): 

There is, in fact, evidence to show that urbanisation is likely to have been a 
key determinant of economic growth in the 1980s and 1990s, boosted by 
economic liberalisation. From this point of view, the moderate pace of ur-
banisation in the country has been a cause of disappointment. There is, 
however, no rural vs. urban conflict either in terms of national growth, or 
in development priorities (GOI 2002: 613). 

There is a clear indication that urbanisation, and therefore migration 
has contributed to economic growth and development. This is consistent 
with the livelihood approach, wherein rural-urban migration is one among 
many livelihood strategies of rural households. This emphasis on the ‘ru-
ral’ household in livelihood approach is emblematic of a source area bias 
in the state’s discourse on rural-urban migration. At the same time, the 
claim that there is no rural versus urban conflict is contrary to empirical 
evidence, as well as narratives that emerge in the state’s discourse.  

In recent years, there has been a growing recognition that migrants are 
clearly important actors in an economic sense, and there is an acknowl-
edgment of the positive role of the rural worker in urban development 
(NCEUS 2007; GOI 2017b). Again, from the lens of the livelihood ap-
proach, the rural household undertakes migration as a livelihood strategy, 
in its struggle for survival and to improve its standard of living. In doing 
so, its members work in the urban economy and contribute to urban de-
velopment. Yet rural migrant workers remain marginalised. Policy docu-
ments remain silent on the denial of migrants’ social, economic and cul-
tural rights, and there remain serious barriers to migrants’ integration in 
the city (Bhagat 2011; Abbas and Varma 2014). 

3.5.3 Rural and urban development policies   

In India’s post-liberalisation period, there has been a renewed emphasis 
on ‘rural development’, consistent with the global policy discourse of live-
lihood diversification (Ellis 2000; World Bank 2007). The state recognised 
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that agriculture and land-based activities will not provide adequate em-
ployment for those underemployed or unemployed in rural areas. The ru-
ral-urban divide emerges frequently in policy documents, and it has been 
argued in the Eighth Five Year Plan (1992-97) that: 

Even allowing that some of them (rural workers) will be able to find ade-
quately remunerative jobs on migration to urban areas, it is not only desira-
ble but necessary that the rural economy gets diversified into non-agricul-
tural activities to provide productive employment to the growing rural 
labour force and also to reduce the wide economic differences between rural 
and urban areas (GOI 1992).14 

This suggests an inherent preference in state policy that rural people 
must remain in rural areas. In a context where India’s industrial sector has 
been unable to absorb rural workforce, it is argued that it is necessary to 
create employment opportunities in the rural areas so as to reduce migra-
tion of unemployed rural youth to the cities in search of jobs (GOI 2002: 
595).  

In the state’s urban development discourse, it is argued that ‘the un-
ending migration of the rural poor to urban areas may have a destabilising 
effect on urbanisation and its sustainability’ (GOI 1997).15 There is a dom-
inant policy discourse that migration puts severe stress on civic infrastruc-
ture (GOI 2002: 595), and migration is seen to have resulted in the rapid 
growth of urban slums (GOI 2002: 89). Therefore, a key goal of the state’s 
urban development policies is to check migration of population to the 
metropolises (GOI 1992).16 

The recurring theme that migration is a problem thus emerges in both, 
rural and urban policy discourses, and state policies clearly and explicitly 
aim to contain and curb migration. Though the Indian Constitution guar-
antees freedom of movement and mobility, there are negative connota-
tions, and regressive undercurrents associated with rural-urban migration 
in state policies and documents. Take the Twelfth Five Year Plan for in-
stance. Migrant labourers are clubbed in a working group of child labour-
ers and bonded labourers. It appears that migrants are perceived as entities 
to be eliminated, with no agency of their own. In a similar vein, govern-
ment programmes such as the Provision of Urban Amenities in Rural Ar-
eas (PURA) aim to prevent the migration of the working populations from 
the rural to the urban areas. Similarly, one of the key objectives of the 
MGNREGS (Mahatma Gandhi National Rural Employment Guarantee 
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Scheme), as professed by the Central government, and adopted by state 
governments is to reduce outmigration from rural areas.  

3.5.4 Multiple actors in the federal state17 

Labour is a subject on the concurrent list of the Indian Constitution. This 
implies that both central and state governments can develop policies and 
enact legislations related to migrant labour. What is politically feasible, 
however, may depend primarily on the balance of forces between central 
and state governments (Weiner 1978). To better understand state perspec-
tives on migration, it may be useful to examine views of various actors that 
comprise the federal state. At the disaggregated level, three such actors 
are:  

a. The provincial government of source states (migrant-sending 
states). 

b. The provincial government of destination states (migrant-receiv-
ing states). 

c. The central government.  
The state’s federal structure creates a vertical segmentation between the 

central and the provincial governments, and each one of these actors is 
likely to have a different outlook on migration. At times, they may contra-
dict one another. At the same time, there is horizontal segmentation within 
the central government’s rural and urban development ministries, and 
their policies and programmes tend to operate in silos. These perspectives 
are discussed further.  

Migrant-sending states  

Let us first take the case of a source government, say that of the migrant-
sending state of Bihar, for instance. In recent years, contrary to empirical 
evidence, there is a sense that outmigration from the state (Bihar) is de-
clining on account of high economic growth within the state. This is re-
flected not just in the political rhetoric, but also in official documents of 
the state. The Chief Minister of the state has explained,  

The situation in Bihar has changed for better as there are abundance of job 
opportunities here due to ongoing development works....the people need 
not go outside to earn two square meals… 18 
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The Labour Department of the Government of Bihar claims that mi-
gration from the state declined by 35 – 40 per cent between 2008 and 
2012. The Department estimates that 1.5 to 2 million inter-state migrant 
labourers have returned to Bihar due to availability of work within the 
state (Gupta 2014). Other evidence for such contentions includes media 
reports that throw light on labour shortage at specific destinations, such 
as the paddy fields in Punjab and the diamond industry at Surat. However, 
it may be misleading to conclude that labour shortage at destination is the 
same as a decline in outmigration from source areas.19 In a similar vein, 
the political rhetoric assumes that economic development in source areas 
is necessarily associated with a reduction in migration.20 However, various 
scientific micro-studies, including the one on which this thesis is based, as 
well as reports in the mass media have found that outmigration from Bihar 
is high, and continues to increase. The failure of the MGNREGA in Bihar 
discussed in chapter 5 suggests that migration trends are unlikely to have 
reversed. Yet, against the backdrop of high economic growth in the state 
in recent years, it is in the interest of this state actor – the provincial gov-
ernment of a source state to claim that migration has reduced on account 
of local development. This is mainly because, in source regions, outmigra-
tion is perceived as a failure of local and rural development policies.  

Migrant-receiving states 

What about the states at destination? The Inter-State Migrant Workmen 
Act, 1979, mandates the host state to protect migrant workers and safe-
guard their rights such as wage equality with local labourers, the provision 
of suitable residential accommodation and free medical facilities, protec-
tive clothing and suitable conditions of work. However, host governments 
are generally infamous for their hostility towards migrant workers.21 Too 
often, migrants cannot claim rights guaranteed by the Constitution and 
laws on account of the migrant-native divide which is embedded in the 
politics of internal migration in India (Abbas 2016). Additionally, there is 
little acknowledgement of the migrants’ contribution to the local econ-
omy; it is absent in state policies and development discourse of the desti-
nation state. On the other hand, many host locations have witnessed anti-
migrant sentiments, and migrants from Bihar have faced a backlash in des-
tinations such as Maharashtra and Assam, among others. In Maharashtra 
for instance, in 2008, there was severe anti-Bihari backlash fuelled by local 
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‘sons of the soil’ political parties, and a prominent leader of one of these 
parties made statements such as,  

A guest is welcomed if he adjusts himself to the host's house.  But if he tries 
to change the host's house through dadagiri (bullying), we won't tolerate it. 
And no means no! (The Indian Express 2008).  

Often, this backlash is rooted in ethnocentric movements (as in the 
case cited above), while, at other times, it is brought about the state and 
its agents. For instance, the former Chief Minister of Delhi, India’s capital 
state, said in a public meeting, ‘…these people come to Delhi from Bihar 
and Uttar Pradesh but don't ever go back causing burden on Delhi's infra-
structure’ (Sethi 2009).  

In the context of the southern state of Kerala, Prasad-Aleyamma (2018) 
argues ID-based surveillance of migrant workers occurs through state re-
pression. Similarly, in Tamil Nadu too, where Bihari migration is a rela-
tively recent phenomenon, migrant profiling through creating a database 
of migrant workers, including their biometric identity is underway. Mi-
grants are perceived to be a ‘law and order problem’, and views like the 
one below, by a police officer are common.  

We have asked firms employing migrant labourers to submit their details. 
Our data collection would convey a strong message to them that if they are 
involved in any kind of anti social activities, they will be traced... (Karthick 
2012). 

Indeed, migrants are often linked with rising crime in the city, and the 
backlash is severe. For instance, in the 2013 case of a brutal sexual assault 
of a young woman in Delhi, the accused were Bihari men, and this had 
ramifications for other migrant Bihari workers. Migrants often live in fear; 
and a culture of fear is created and perpetuated by the dominant social and 
cultural agendas in host locations. These are manifested in various forms, 
through means physical or otherwise. The lines below were a part of a 
mass SMS that went viral in 2008, when anti-Bihari sentiment reached a 
high in Maharashtra. The first line (below) was the title of an editorial by 
a revered leader of a political party in its political mouthpiece; a classic 
example of how fear is created, and sustained:   

Ek Bihari, Sau Bimari. 
Ek Bihari, Sau Bimari. Do Bihari Ladai ki taiyari,  
Teen Bihari train hamari aur paanch Bihari to sarkar hamaari.  
(The Times of India 2012) 
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[One Bihari, a hundred diseases. 
One Bihari, a hundred diseases. Two Biharis, preparation for a battle, 
Three Biharis, the train is ours, and five Biharis the government is ours]  

Thus, while Article 19 of the Indian Constitution guarantees freedom 
of movement throughout the territory of India, and the freedom to reside 
in any part of the country to every citizen, living with these xenophobic 
vibes in host locations is an everyday reality for the Bihari migrant worker.  

Central government  

What about the perspectives of the central government? First, as discussed 
in chapter 1, the official data collection machinery, such as the Census, i.e. 
the Office of the Registrar General and Census Commissioner and the 
National Sample Survey Office grossly underestimate migrant workers. It 
is these ‘national statistics’ that contribute to the invisibility of migrant 
workers. Second, there is horizontal segmentation within the central gov-
ernment’s rural and urban development ministries, and their policies and 
programmes tend to operate in silos. This horizontal segmentation within 
the central government is both a cause and effect of the rural-urban dia-
lectic in state policy, where the rural and urban tend to be mutually exclu-
sive in policy imagination, formulation, implantation and evaluation.  

In sum, migrant-sending and migrant-receiving states have divergent 
perspectives on rural-urban migration. The federal structure of the Indian 
state, and the vertical and horizontal segmentation of state actors contrib-
utes to contradictory state narratives, and ultimately leads to the absence 
of a coherent discourse on rural-urban migration. 

3.6 Conclusion  

This chapter has briefly discussed state discourses on rural-urban migra-
tion in India since the early 1930s. It emerged that while the migration 
question was an important policy question in pre-independent India, state 
policy became increasingly silent about rural-urban migration in the post-
Independence decades, and there emerged a fundamental contradiction in 
the state’s discourse – that industrialisation was necessary for economic 
growth and development, but migration was not desirable. Subsequently, 
the discourse on urbanisation became fraught with several problems. As 
the industrialisation project failed to significantly transfer labour from ru-
ral to urban areas, the expected rural-urban migration associated with 
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large-scale industrial employment did not materialise. Instead, the Green 
Revolution induced large-scale migration of labour to rural areas, which 
drew the state’s attention to rural labour migration, in particular, their pre-
carious work and living conditions.  

In the post-liberalisation period, migration for work substantially in-
creased, and there has been a growing recognition that migrants are clearly 
important actors in an economic sense. There has also been an acknowl-
edgment of the positive role of the rural worker in urban development, 
but there remains an underlying disconnect between urbanisation and mi-
gration in the state’s discourse – while urbanisation is clearly desirable, 
often, the state’s view on migration was ambivalent. The recurring theme 
that rural-urban migration is a ‘problem’ is embedded in both rural and 
urban policy discourses; state policies thus aim to contain such migration. 
The rural and urban tend to be mutually exclusive in the state’s imagina-
tion and policy. This rural-urban dialectic, along with the federal structure 
of the state, which leads to the vertical and horizontal segmentation of 
state actors contribute to contradictory state narratives, and ultimately lead 
to the absence of a coherent discourse on rural-urban migration. 

Notes 
1 The key areas of inquiry of the Commission set up in 1929 were health, efficiency 
and standard of living of the workers, and the relations between employers and 
employed.   
2 Interestingly, the economic crisis of the 1930s led to contraction of employment 
in many industries. Workers’ links with their villages meant that they were able to 
go back to their villages in times of crises, and this period witnessed an exodus of 
industrial workers to their rural origins. In the case of jute industry in Calcutta, De 
Haan (1996) finds that one of the ramifications of the crisis was that jobs became 
unionized, protected and scarce. This was contrary to the situation in the pre-crisis 
period, when labour was short in industries, and migration, a necessary solution.  
3 In 1944, the Government of India appointed a Labour Investigation Committee 
‘to collect data relating inter alia to wages and earnings, employment, housing and 
social conditions of labour and in particular of industrial labour, in India’ (GOI 
1946: 14).  
4 This conclusion was reached based on surveys undertaken in Delhi, Lahore, Jub-
bulpore, Karachi, Tinsukia and Dehri-on-Sone.  
5 In fact, the very first chapter of the Royal Commission on Labour Report is titled 
‘Migration and the Factory Worker’ (RCLI 1931). 
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6 The total plan outlay for agriculture saw a significant reduction during this period 
(Frankel 2005).  
7 Chapter 5, Employment Aspects of the Plan. 
8 Chapter 33, Housing and Urban and Rural Planning. 
9 In my own fieldwork, I encountered a former attached labourer, SP, in the agrar-
ian belt of south Bihar whose maiden migration experience was triggered by this 
drought and subsequent famine of 1966. Together with other villagers, SP migrated 
to Assam in search of work. He worked there for three months, and returned to 
the village when the situation improved, never to leave again. In his household, no 
migration took place for more than four decades in spite of the household having 
several able-bodied men [Datta et al (2012); Fieldwork diary, Chandkura village, 
February 2012].  
10 Around this time, the first National Commission on Labour was set up in 1966 
with the mandate to examine all aspects of labour problems. The Commission en-
dorsed rural works programmes, laying an emphasis on labour-intensive schemes 
such as road building, minor irrigation, soil conservation, area development pro-
grammes, irrigation, flood control and rural electrification. This was expected to 
expand non-farm rural employment and absorb under-employed workers in the 
agricultural sector (NCL 1969). 
11 The Commission also noted that the Inter State Migrant Workmen Act was in-
effective because the state labour departments were reluctant to cooperate with the 
originating states’ labour departments. The Act was not enforced effectively and 
migrant workers were largely ignorant about their rights under the Act. In addition, 
the trade unions were not interested in the plight of migrant workers.   
12 The Sixth Five Year Plan discussed welfare activities and dormitory housing in 
destination areas for migrant workers, and recommended the constitution of Mi-
grant Welfare Boards and Migrant Welfare Cells in all states – a pertinent recom-
mendation which did not materialise as envisaged (GOI 1981). The sub-section, 
3.5.4 on ‘multiple actors in the federal state’ discusses the failure of policies related 
to well-being of migrant workers in destination states.  
13 Ninth Five Year Plan, Volume II, Chapter 3.7 Housing, Urban Development, 
Water Supply and Civic Amenities. 
14 Eight Five Year Plan, Volume I, Chapter 6, Employment Perspective. 
15 Ninth Five Year Plan, Volume II, Chapter 3.7 Housing, Urban Development, 
Water Supply and Civic Amenities. 
16 Eight Five Year Plan, Volume II, Chapter 13, Urban Development. 
17 This sub-section draws on arguments made in Datta (2016b).  
18 Statement by Nitish Kumar, Chief Minister of Bihar on 29 June 2012.  
 



529178-L-bw-Datta529178-L-bw-Datta529178-L-bw-Datta529178-L-bw-Datta
Processed on: 18-2-2019Processed on: 18-2-2019Processed on: 18-2-2019Processed on: 18-2-2019 PDF page: 66PDF page: 66PDF page: 66PDF page: 66

46 CHAPTER 3 

 

 

https://www.news18.com/news/politics/no-need-to-migrate-for-work-nitish-
kumar-484939.html 
19 Research on which this thesis is based shows that over time migrant destinations 
have changed from rural to urban areas, particularly in the case of northwestern 
states such as Punjab and Haryana. Migrants prefer not to work in backbreaking 
agriculture and instead find employment in non-agricultural occupations (Rodgers 
et al. 2013; also see chapter 7).  
20 This is misleading as economic development and mobility often go hand in hand 
(Human Development Report 2009).  
21 In recent years, many destination states have witnessed anti-migrant sentiments. 
For instance, in 2008, in Maharashtra, there was a severe backlash against migrants, 
particularly from the northern states of Bihar and Uttar Pradesh, fuelled by local 
ethnocentric movements.   
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4 
Determinants of Migration from Rural 
Bihar, 1998 – 2011 

 
 
 

4.1 Introduction 

This chapter explores socio-economic factors associated with individual 
migration.1 Using two cross-sections of data from surveys conducted in 
rural Bihar which covered 891 households in 1998, and the same (and suc-
cessor) households (903) in 2011, it estimates the determinants of individ-
ual migration, and examines if these have changed over time. In doing so, 
the chapter also revisits conventional theories of migration in the context 
of a poor rural setting where migration is male-dominated and circular – 
most migrants eventually return to their families in rural areas.  

The chapter is organised as follows. Section 4.2 briefly discusses rele-
vant theoretical literature, and empirical literature on the determinants of 
rural-urban migration in India. Section 4.3 describes the data, and section 
4.4 presents broad patterns of migration, i.e., its incidence and key char-
acteristics in 1998 and 2011. Section 4.5 outlines the empirical specifica-
tion for both 1998 and 2011. Section 4.6 presents descriptive statistics and 
section 4.7 discusses results of the 1998 and 2011 models. Section 4.8 con-
cludes.  

4.2 Theoretical and empirical literature  

In the theoretical literature, individual-level characteristics are important 
drivers of migration. Everett Lee refers to these as ‘personal factors’ in his 
seminal work (Lee 1966), and these also attain importance in neoclassical 
models where costs of migration from rural to urban sector are high, and 
migration is an ‘individual’ decision based on wage differentials and ex-
pected income differentials between source and destination areas (Todaro 
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1969; Harris and Todaro 1970). Another set of variables that explain mi-
gration are household-level characteristics. The idea that migration is not 
an ‘individual’ but a family decision has been around for long in the liter-
ature (Connell et al. 1976; Mincer 1978), and this has become more prom-
inent in the new economics of labour migration (NELM) theories, where 
migration is perceived not as an individual choice, but a household choice 
(Stark and Bloom 1985; Stark and Lucas 1988).  

Unlike neoclassical models, NELM emphasises that it is not (potential) 
income differentials between source and destination areas, which drive 
migration, but, migration is an income enhancing and risk sharing liveli-
hood strategy adopted by the rural household. Some theoretical models 
hypothesise social networks as crucial determinants in the decision related 
to migration. These may belong to the vector of household level or com-
munity level variables, depending on how they are defined (Massey 1990).  

Empirical literature on migration in India presents a diverse and some-
what contradictory picture. Official sources such as the Census of India 
and National Sample Surveys conducted by the NSSO are biased towards 
long term and permanent migration. Results from studies based on such 
data find migration to be positively selective for education and socio-eco-
nomic status (Parida and Madheswaran 2011; Dubey, Palmer-Jones and 
Sen 2006). On the other hand, micro-studies which concentrate on short-
term and seasonal mobility find migration to be negatively selective for 
education and socio-economic status (Dodd et al. 2016; Mosse et al. 2002; 
Rogaly et al. 2002; Haberfeld et al. 1999).2 The definition of a migrant,3 
and in particular, duration of migration are likely to have a bearing on 
whether a person is considered a migrant or not, migrant characteristics, 
and the determinants of migration per se.  

Empirical evidence in India shows that demographic characteristics 
and human capital variables such as age and education status are important 
determinants of individual migration. NSSO data shows that age is posi-
tive and significant in explaining migration (Parida and Madheswaran 
2011). Younger individuals are more likely to migrate than older individu-
als, and men are more likely to migrate than women (Dodd et al. 2016).4 
Recently married men are more likely to migrate than those who are not 
married (Parida and Madheswaran 2011). 

As noted earlier, evidence on the effect of education status on the prob-
ability of migration in India is mixed. Studies that analyse country-level 
NSSO data find that those with little or no education are less likely to 
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migrate to urban areas and the tendency to migrate intensifies as levels of 
education increase (Parida and Madheswaran 2011; Dubey et al. 2006). 
However, evidence from western India suggests that higher levels of edu-
cation within the household tend to lower the probability of a household 
to provide migrant labour (Haberfeld et al. 1999). 

We have touched upon NELM theories where migration is an income 
enhancing and risk sharing livelihood strategy adopted by the household. 
Thus household-level characteristics such as the demographic composi-
tion and a household’s participation in the labour force attain importance. 
For instance, the availability of labour within a household may be an im-
portant determinant of migration. In a study in west India, there is empir-
ical evidence in support of this hypothesis; larger labour supply by the 
household is associated with being a migrant household (Haberfeld et al. 
1999).5 

Other household variables that may have an effect on the probability 
of migration are ownership of land and livestock. NSSO data shows that 
the probability of migration tends to be higher in households with larger 
land holdings (Parida and Madheswaran 2011).6 Another study finds that 
higher income from agriculture, including high livestock density lowers 
the probability that a household would provide migrant labour (Haberfeld 
et al. 1999). NSSO data also shows that some social groups have a higher 
propensity to migrate than others; upper castes are more likely to migrate 
compared to Other Backward Classes and economically and socially mar-
ginalised groups such as Scheduled Castes and Scheduled Tribes (Parida 
and Madheswaran 2011, Dubey et al. 2006). The IHDS data, on the other 
hand, finds no statistically significant association between social group and 
the decision to migrate at the household level (Nayyar and Kim 2018).  

In the literature, social networks appear important for migration in sev-
eral ways. In India, Munshi and Rosenzweig (2016) find evidence that rural 
caste networks restrict mobility as they provide mutual insurance to its 
members. In the context of this research, results of qualitative research in 
chapters 7 and 8 suggests that social networks are valuable in gaining in-
formation about, and access to, labour markets at destination.  

Literature on determinants of migration in an eastern Indian context is 
scant.7 In this context, this chapter uses two cross sections of individual-
level data from surveys conducted in 1998 of 891 and the same (and suc-
cessor) 903 households in 2011 to examine if determinants of migration 
have changed over time. This contributes to existing literature in three 
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ways. First, it presents changes in the incidence of migration and charac-
teristics of migrants from the same households covered both in 1998 and 
2011 surveys using data that is representative of rural Bihar. Second, it 
studies, identical individual, household and village network variables that 
explain migration in 1998 and 2011, thus allowing us to examine changes 
in the relative importance of these variables over time. Third, the data al-
lows us to introduce a migration history variable, and we are able to esti-
mate effects of past migration on current migration.  

4.3 Data  

The chapter uses two datasets. These are a subset of the data archived at 
the Institute for Human Development, New Delhi under its Bihar Re-
search Programme, and they are described in detail in section 2.5. The first 
dataset of our interest are obtained from the household census survey 
(round 1) undertaken in 1998. These data cover information about indi-
vidual household members which includes their age, sex, marital status, 
education status, details of work and occupation, residential status and du-
ration of migration, as well as information about the household related to 
its class, caste, land and asset ownership. For the purpose of this paper, 
we use information on 3,003 individuals in the age group of 15 to 64 years 
from these 891 households. This is the first dataset. 

The second dataset that we use was collected during April to October 
2011 from 903 households that were the same (or successor) households 
of the original sample of 891 households. Again, household data is detailed 
in socio-demographic information about individual members and other 
household data pertaining to caste, class, ownership of land and other as-
sets, and we use identical variables across the two surveys (1998 and 2011) 
in our analysis. We use information on 3,415 individuals in the age group 
of 15-64 years from these 903 households.   

Weights are used to obtain unbiased estimates for each village, and for 
the 12 village sample as a whole. The weight is calculated for each class 
within a village, and this compensates for different sampling fractions by 
class and in villages of different sizes in the original sample design in 1998-
99. These weights have also been applied to the 2011 data, which consisted 
of the same households as in 1998-99 (although not all households were 
recovered). Weighting the data increases the influence of agricultural la-
bour households and large villages. For the purpose of this chapter, we 
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use estimates based on weighted data. The regressions have also been run 
on the unweighted data, and these are reported in appendix tables 4.1 and 
4.2 to this chapter. The results of unweighted data are largely similar to 
those of weighted data, but for some minor differences.8 

The current study is based on information collected on both temporary 
and longer-term migration, as well as permanent migration. The dataset 
used is representative for rural Bihar, and captures households across the 
class and caste spectrum. We use alternative definitions of migration to 
better understand the nature of mobility. In the surveys the working defi-
nition of a household is a person or a group of persons who live in the 
same dwelling and eat food from a common kitchen. It also includes per-
sons who are away from the village for work or other exigencies, but vis-
ited the village at least once in the year preceding the survey. This extended 
definition of the household allows us to include ‘migrants’ who share 
household resources when they are in the village and maintain a rural res-
idence otherwise.9 

Furthermore, migrants have been disaggregated into two categories: 
short-term migrants and long-term migrants, on the basis of the duration 
of their migration. A short-term migrant is defined as someone who is 
away from the village for a period of less than 8 months in a year; a long-
term migrant is away for more than 8 months in a year. The use of an 8 
month cut-off period in a year to distinguish between short-term and long-
term migrant is to capture two rather different migration streams. In case 
of the former, migrants tend to participate in labour markets, both, within 
and outside the village, i.e. in both source and destination areas, while in 
case of the latter, they generally work only in destination areas.  Data used 
for this study also shows that in the period between 1998 and 2011, per-
manent migration, in the sense of households moving out of the village 
was quite low. In the span of these 12 years, 38 of the 891 original sample 
households had permanently migrated. 

4.4 Patterns of migration 

This section presents an account of the pattern of migration in 1998 and 
2011. We present the incidence of migration, residential status disaggre-
gated by sex and marital status in 1998 and 2011. This is followed by a 
brief discussion on levels of income and remittances in survey house-
holds.10  
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4.4.1 Migration increasing, becoming longer-term, continues to 
be male dominated  

Table 4.1 presents the incidence of migration by two measures – the first, 
of migration at the household level, and the second, of migration at the 
individual level. The former measure – percentage of households with at 
least one migrant member increased from 36 per cent in 1998 to 62.1 per 
cent in 2011, and the latter, the proportion of migrant workers to total 
workers increased from 20.5 per cent to 32.4 per cent in the same time 
period.11 It is thus evident that migration has substantially increased be-
tween the two time periods.  

Table 4.1 
Incidence of migration, 1998 and 2011 (%) 

  1998 2011 

Households with at least one migrant member 36.0 62.1 

Migrant workers to total workers (age 15-64 years) 20.5 32.4 

Source: Household schedules, 1998 and 2011. 

 
Table 4.2 presents the distribution of residents and migrants by sex in 

1998 and 2011. As in table 4.1, it is evident here too, that over time, the 
proportion of migrants increased substantially. On the whole, migration 
has become more longer-term; the proportion of long-term male migrants 
more than doubled between the two waves. At the same time, female mi-
gration, which was very low in 1998, increased more than four fold. Sim-
ultaneously, the share of short-term migrants has marginally increased. 
These changes in the pattern of migration embedded in a macro-context 
discussed earlier in chapter 2 motivate us to examine if the factors that 
explain migration have changed with time.  
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Table 4.2 
Residential status by sex, 1998 and 2011, age 15-64 years (%) 

Residential Status 
Male Female Total 

1998 2011 1998 2011 1998 2011 

Resident 73.2 52.6 96.8 92.6 84.6 71.7 

Short-term migrant; away for 0-8 months in 
a year 

15.7 20.5 1.5 0.9 8.9 11.2 

Long-term migrant; Away for 8+ months year 11.1 26.9 1.6 6.6 6.6 17.2 

Total 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 

(n=3003) 

100.0 

(n=3415) 

Source: Household schedules, 1998 and 2011. 

 
Having said that, what has not changed is the highly skewed nature of 

migration by sex; migration continues to be male-dominated, though fe-
male migration rapidly increased from very low levels in the survey vil-
lages. On the whole, the male-dominated nature of migration leads to split 
families where men (husbands) migrate for work, and women (wives) stay 
back in the village.  

Table 4.3 
Distribution of married persons by sex and residential status (%) 

Residential Status 
Male Female 

1998 2011 1998 2011 

Resident 73.4 51.3 97.0 92.3 

Migrant 26.6 48.7 3.0 7.7 

Total 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 

Source: Household schedules, 1998 and 2011. 

 
Table 4.3 presents the distribution of married persons by residential 

status. It is evident that a substantial proportion of women and men live 
without their spouses in source and destination areas, respectively. It is 
also evident that this trend has intensified over time (table 4.3). Therefore, 
migration has led to a spatial division of households, and being part of 
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split families has become a way of life for a substantial proportion of men 
and women in households covered by the survey.  

4.4.2 Remittances near universal, an important livelihood 
strategy 

The data also show that migration is an important livelihood strategy of a 
majority of survey households, and poorer households tend to be more 
dependent on remittance income than other households.12 Overall levels 
of income in survey households are quite low, and migrant households 
had a higher average annual income than non-migrant households, as is 
evident in other studies in India (Haberfeld et al. 1999). We will examine 
these issues in detail in chapters 5 and 6 which study remittances, income 
and impact of migration.13 

4.5 Empirical specification  

Following our discussion in section 4.2 on the theoretical literature and 
empirical evidence on the determinants of migration, this section esti-
mates a model for migration from rural Bihar. Y is a dichotomous variable 
that captures the migration status of the individual (Y=1, migrant; Y=0, 
non-migrant).  

Following an established literature, Y is treated as a function of the 
following independent variables:  
 

a. Individual level variables (I), excluding education 
b. Educational attainment (E) 
c. Household level variables (H) 
d. Village network variable (V) 
e. Household migration history variable (S) 
 
𝑌𝑌 = f [I, E, H, V, S]  

𝑌𝑌𝑖𝑖𝑖𝑖𝑖𝑖  =  𝛽𝛽0 + 𝛽𝛽1𝐼𝐼𝑖𝑖𝑖𝑖𝑖𝑖  + 𝛽𝛽2𝐸𝐸𝑖𝑖𝑖𝑖𝑖𝑖 + 𝛽𝛽3𝐻𝐻𝑖𝑖𝑖𝑖 + 𝛽𝛽4𝑉𝑉𝑖𝑖 + 𝛽𝛽5𝑆𝑆𝑖𝑖𝑖𝑖 + 𝛽𝛽6𝐸𝐸𝑖𝑖𝑖𝑖𝑖𝑖𝑉𝑉𝑖𝑖 + 𝜖𝜖𝑖𝑖𝑖𝑖𝑖𝑖 
 
Where, I, E, H, V, S and the interaction between education (E) and 

village network (V) are vectors of variables and ß1, ß2, ß3, ß4, ß5 and ß6 are 
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coefficients and ϵ is the error term. Assuming that ϵ follows a normal 
distribution, the equation may be estimated as a probit model.  

I is a vector of three individual level characteristics – age, sex and mar-
ital status, E is a series of dummy variables indicating if an individual is 
educated at that level or not, H, a vector of household level characteristics, 
V, indicates the village migration network, S is a migration history varia-
ble. A series of probit regressions were estimated to examine the effects 
of individual, household, network, and migration history on individual mi-
gration. Based on the aforementioned, various specifications of the model 
have been estimated for the years 1998 and 2011.  

The dependent variable (Y) captures the migration of status individuals. 
To elaborate, a migrant is defined as a household member who has been 
away from the village for any duration of time in the year preceding the 
survey, but has made at least one trip to the village in the reference period 
of one year. In this manner, migrants share household resources when 
they are in the village and maintain a rural residence when they are away. 
This broad definition of a migrant enables us to capture the links migrants 
have with their place of origin, and more specifically, with the family mem-
bers they leave behind. It also presents a perspective of migration from 
the source area; using this definition, we find that more than 90 per cent 
of households with migrant members receive remittances (see Chapters 5 
and 6 for details), and migrants members of these households continue to 
have social and economic ties in the source areas.14 

Table 4.4 summarises individual, household, network and migration 
history variables used in the model. Following cues in the literature, we 
use the following independent variables and treat them as individual-level 
variables. These are: (a) age, (b) sex, (c) marital status, and (d) education. 
These are a mix of continuous and discrete variables, as can be seen from 
their description (table 4.4). We have seen in section 4.2 the male and 
youth dominated nature of migration from source areas in the context of 
rural-urban migration in developing countries. It is thus intuitive that a 
high propensity of migration among young persons and males should 
emerge from the multivariate analysis. In case of the variable, marital sta-
tus, being married may increase the probability of migration if there is 
economic pressure to provide for the family in the source region. On the 
other hand, marriage may reduce the probability of migration if it entails 
provision of care to other household members. Evidence of education on 
the probability of migration is mixed, and may be conditional upon the 
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definition of migration status and nature of migration stream. We saw in 
section 4.2 that official datasets that are biased towards long term and per-
manent migration reveal a positive selection (Dubey et al. 2006; Parida and 
Madheswaran 2011), while other datasets that focus on more precarious 
streams of migration find negative selection for education (Haberfeld et 
al. 1999; Coffey et al. 2015).  

Table 4.4 
Summary of variables used in multivariate analysis 

I. Dependent Variable: migration status of individual (1=migrant, 0, otherwise) 

II. Independent variables 

 Variable  Description  

1. Individual level variables (I) 
1.1 Age  In years  
1.2 Sex  1=male, 0= other  
1.3 Marital status  1=married, 0=other 

1.4 Education   
 Illiterate 1=illiterate, 0=other 
 Below primary (reference group) 1=primary schooling not completed, 0=other 
 Primary  1=primary schooling completed, 0=other 
 Middle  1=middle schooling completed, 0=other 

 Secondary  1=secondary schooling completed, 0=other 

 Higher secondary  1=higher secondary schooling completed, 
0=other 

 Degree or diploma 1=degree/diploma completed, 0=other 
 Postgraduate degree 1=postgraduate completed, 0=other 
2. Household level variables (H) 
2.1 Class   

  Agricultural labour  
Households where one or more household 
members are engaged in agricultural work 
done for wages. 

  Peasant (reference group) Households that cultivate land, irrespective 
of whether they own the land they cultivate.  

  Landlord 

Households which are only engaged in super-
vision of agriculture (but household members 
do not cultivate themselves) and leasing out 
of land.* 

 Non Agricultural  Households that do no agricultural work.** 

2.2 Caste  
  Brahmin and Kayastha 1= Brahmin and Kayastha, 0=other 
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I. Dependent Variable: migration status of individual (1=migrant, 0, otherwise) 

II. Independent variables 

 Variable  Description  

  Bhumihar and Rajput  1= Bhumihar and Rajput, 0=other 
  Kurmi 1= Kurmi, 0=other 
  Yadav 1= Yadav, 0=other 
 Koeri 1= Koeri, 0=other 

 Other Backward II (reference 
group) 1= Other Backward Castes II, 0=other 

 Other Backward I  1= Other Backward Castes I, 0=other 

 Scheduled Caste and Tribe  1= Scheduled Caste and Tribe, 0=other 
  Upper Muslim***  1= Upper Muslims, 0=other 
 Lower Muslim*** 1= Lower Muslims (upper caste), 0=other 

 2.3 Land (Operational)  
  0 acres  1=household has no operational land, 0=other 

  0-1 acres 1=household has less than an acre of opera-
tional land, 0=other 

 1-5 acres (Reference Group) 1=household has 1-5 acres of operational 
land, 0=other 

 5+ acres 1=household has more than 5 acres of opera-
tional land, 0=other 

2.4 Type of dwelling****   1=pucca or semi-pucca; 0=other (kuccha or 
thatched) 

2.5 Livestock 
1=owns livestock (draught or milch animal 
viz., ox, cow or buffalo). 0=household does 
not own livestock 

2.6 Female worker in household 1=female worker in household, 0=no female 
worker in household 

2.7 Young children in household 1=young children (age 0-6 years) in house-
hold, 0=no young children in household  

3. Village network  

3.1 Network  Percentage of households with migrants in 
the village 

4. Migration history (S)***** 

4.1 Migration history 
1=household had a migrant member in 1998, 
0= household did not have a migrant member 
in 1998.  

Source: Household schedules, 1998 and 2011. 

* Traditionally, leasing out (and leasing in) land is characteristic of economic relations of 
dominance and dependence. At the same time, the definition of the landlord class may 
include within its ambit some small peasant household that may be involved in petty leasing 
of land, and not be ‘landlords’ in the conventional sense of the term 
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** This may be a conservative definition as it does not include households in which individual 
members may be engaged in non-agricultural activities; their simultaneous association with 
agricultural work comes in the way of their inclusion in this class. 

*** Caste here is a bit of a misnomer, for the upper muslim and lower muslim are actually 
community categories. For the sake of convenience we stick to the current nomenclature. 

**** The definition is as follows: Thatched dwellings are made of straw and grass, with the 
support of bamboo or inferior wood. Kaccha dwellings include those which have walls made of 
mud, bamboo, or a combination of these, and the roof made of straw or grass. Semi-pucca 
dwellings are superior to kaccha dwellings, and have walls made of bricks and cement, but 
the roof is made of khaprail (poor quality tiles made by local potters) and bamboo. Pucca 
dwellings have walls and roof made of bricks and cement, and superior tiles are used. 

*****Used only for 2011 model 

 
The class categorisation in the paper merits further elaboration. This 

categorisation was used in the 1998 survey and continued in the 2011 sur-
vey. It is based on the economic system, more specifically, production re-
lations in the village. Originally, there were seven principal classes, which 
have been clubbed into four, and a series of class dummies are introduced 
for the purpose of our analysis here (see definitions in table 4.4). It is hy-
pothesised that individuals in the agricultural labour and peasant classes 
would have a lower propensity to migrate as these classes are principally 
associated with agricultural activities. What about the landlord class? Evi-
dence of migration from landowning classes is mixed. We have seen in 
section 4.2 that the probability of migration from this class is high (Parida 
and Madheswaran 2011). The economic dominance of the landlord class 
may provide a wealth effect and fund migration. Alternatively, dominance 
in the village may deter migration whereby members of this class may have 
no plausible push to leave the village. Lastly, it is reasonable to hypothesise 
that individuals in the non agricultural class have a higher propensity of 
migration.  

Caste, historically, has been the basis of social organisation and hierar-
chy in the village (and otherwise). The village, in turn, is a relatively closed 
economic unit. While the nature of caste may have changed over time, 
caste membership remains static; it is hereditary, and there is little move-
ment of individuals from one caste to the other. At the top of the hierarchy 
is the upper caste; classified in two distinct categories, the Brahmins and 
Kayasthas in one category, and Rajputs and Bhumihars in another. It is 
the castes in the latter category that have historically had strong links with 
land and agriculture. Kurmis, Koeris and Yadavs are traditionally cultivat-
ing castes. They are a part of the official classification of OBC (Other 
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Backward Classes) II in Bihar. The nomenclature ‘backward’ in the con-
text of ‘OBC II’ is a misnomer; some of the OBC II castes have socioec-
onomic characteristics similar to those of the upper castes. Other OBC II 
(reference group) are part of the OBC (Other Backward Classes) II in Bi-
har. However, they are not as dominant in agriculture as the three afore-
mentioned castes – the Kurmis, Koeries and Yadavs. OBC I are at the 
lower end of the caste hierarchy, and their social and economic profile is 
inferior to OBC II and close to the Scheduled Castes (SCs) and Scheduled 
Tribes (STs). The SCs (Dalits) comprise erstwhile untouchable castes, who 
along with STs (Adivasis) are historically disadvantaged and lowest in the 
caste hierarchy.15 

In the literature, it is evident that chances of migration are relatively 
higher, both at the top and bottom of the caste hierarchy (Parida and 
Madheswaran 2011; Dubey et al. 2006). Studies that have used detailed 
data on caste are fairly limited, and few studies attempt a caste-disaggre-
gated analysis. It is hypothesised here that traditionally cultivating castes 
have a lower propensity of migration, the artisan and service castes (Mus-
lims and some castes in OBC I) have a higher propensity of migration.  

Land is another variable that is linked to migration. It is a fixed factor 
in agricultural production, and in this context, the practice of agricultural 
operations may hold people back in the village and reduce the tendency to 
migrate.16 On the other hand, land ownership can have a wealth effect, 
and can offer collateral or cushion to facilitate migration. Our interest here 
is in the former, and for the purpose of this paper, we use operational land 
as a household variable. In the context of a rural society, livestock owner-
ship generally complements agricultural cultivation. Maintenance of live-
stock is a labour intensive activity, and thus, it is hypothesised that if a 
household owns livestock, its members will have a low propensity of mi-
gration. 

What about the presence of a female worker in the household? It can 
be hypothesised that the presence of a female worker in an agricultural 
household tending to cultivation will free male labour (particularly in the 
peasant classes) to migrate.  On the other hand, households with migrant 
members may receive remittances, and therefore not require females to 
work (income effect). Similarly, it may be hypothesised that individuals in 
households with young children may have a lower propensity to migrate 
on account of care responsibilities in the source household. On the other 
hand, it may be posited that such household members may have a higher 
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propensity to migrate on account of the need of a greater income to sup-
port dependant members.  

The role of migration networks has been touched upon in the literature. 
We proxy village migration rate for the network variable. This crude indi-
cator is expected to be positively associated with the dependant variable, 
and it is hypothesised that individuals in high migration village will have a 
greater likelihood of migration. Furthermore, following cues from the lit-
erature, where there is evidence of negative self-selection in communities 
with stronger networks (McKenzie and Rapoport 2010), we are interested 
in finding if networks, when interacted with education groups, have an 
effect of the probability of migration.17 

And lastly, past migration is expected to play a critical role in determin-
ing current migration from a household. It is expected that households 
with a past migration experience are more likely to have migrants. The 
household-level variables are identical in the models estimated with 1998 
and 2011 data, except for the migration history variable that has been in-
troduced only in the 2011 model. Results of the 2011 model specification 
with the migration history variable are discussed separately.  

Thus, we compare results of identical specifications of 1998 and 2011 
models to examine relative changes in the independent variables over time.  

4.6 Descriptive statistics: 1998 and 2011 

4.6.1 Mean values of independent variables in 1998 

Table 4.5 presents individual and household characteristics of all individ-
uals of age 15-64 years for the year 1998. It is evident that individual level 
variables vary considerably between migrants and non-migrants. Migrants, 
with a mean age of 29.6 years are on average about four years younger 
than non-migrants. Migrants are predominantly male; 90 per cent of the 
migrants are male as compared to 45 per cent of the non-migrants.  Three-
fourth of migrants as compared to four-fifth of non-migrants are married. 
Migrants are more educated than non-migrants. Among illiterates, the pro-
portion of non-migrants is substantially higher than that of migrants. 
Therefore, it appears that some threshold level of education is a pre-req-
uisite for migration.   
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Table 4.5 
Summary statistics – mean values of independent variables, 1998 

  
  

N=Migrants N=Non-mi-
grants N=Full Sample 

505 2498 3003 

Individual-level variables    

Age (in years) 29.61 33.45 32.86 

Sex (1=male) 0.9 0.45 0.52 

Marital Status (1=married) 0.75 0.81 0.8 

Education - Illiterate 0.37 0.62 0.58 

Education - Below Primary  0.1 0.08 0.08 

Education - Primary  0.05 0.06 0.06 

Education - Middle 0.17 0.1 0.11 

Education - Secondary 0.15 0.09 0.1 

Education - Higher Secondary 0.09 0.03 0.04 

Education - Degree/Diploma 0.05 0.02 0.02 

Education - Postgraduate  0.02 0.01 0.01 

Household-level variables    

Class - Agricultural Labour  0.43 0.56 0.54 

Class - Peasant 0.3 0.3 0.3 

Class - Landlord 0.17 0.08 0.1 

Class - Non Agricultural  0.1 0.05 0.06 

Caste - Brahmin and Kayastha 0.14 0.16 0.16 

Caste - Bhumihar and Rajput  0.17 0.1 0.11 

Caste - Kurmi 0.02 0.03 0.03 

Caste - Yadav 0.03 0.07 0.06 

Caste - Koeri 0.04 0.03 0.03 

Caste - Other Other Backward II 0.04 0.06 0.06 

Caste - Other Backward I  0.21 0.21 0.21 

Caste - Scheduled Caste and Tribe  0.22 0.24 0.24 

Caste - Upper Muslim  0.02 0.02 0.02 

Caste - Lower Muslim  0.11 0.07 0.08 

Operational Land 0 acres  0.44 0.34 0.35 

Operational Land 0-1 acres 0.23 0.18 0.19 

Operational Land 1-5 acres 0.28 0.38 0.36 
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N=Migrants N=Non-mi-
grants N=Full Sample 

505 2498 3003 

Operational Land - 5+ acres 0.06 0.1 0.09 

Type of dwelling  0.35 0.28 0.29 

Livestock in household 0.45 0.57 0.55 

Female worker in household 0.56 0.69 0.67 

Young children in household 0.62 0.63 0.63 

Network variable    

Village migration rate 41.63 35.31 36.28 

 
Household-level characteristics of migrants and non-migrants also ap-

pear to be distinctly different in 1998. Migrants are more in the landlord 
and non-agricultural classes, and less so in agricultural labour class. The 
differences are less marked by caste, but not by ownership of operational 
land (table 4.5). Among other noteworthy descriptives, 35 per cent mi-
grants live in better quality (pucca or semi-pucca) dwelling as opposed to 28 
per cent non-migrants. Migrants also belong to households that have a 
lower incidence of livestock ownership; 45 per cent of the migrants are 
from households that own livestock, as compared to 57 per cent in case 
of non-migrants. Households with migrants are less likely to have female 
worker.  

On average, migrants are more likely to belong to villages with a higher 
migration rate, compared to non-migrants.  

4.6.2 Mean values of independent variables in 2011 

Table 4.6 presents mean values of individual and household level charac-
teristics of migrants and non-migrants in age 15-64 years in 2011. Like in 
1998, there are marked differences in individual characteristics of migrants 
and non-migrants, in case of some variables. The mean age of migrants is 
almost 30 years and that of non-migrants 34.7 years. Therefore, difference 
in mean age of migrants and non-migrants has increased between 1998 
and 2011.  
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Table 4.6 
Summary statistics – mean values of independent variables, 2011 

 N=Migrants 
961 

N=Non-mi-
grants 
2452 

N=Full Sam-
ple 3415 

Individual-level variables    
Age (in years) 30.0 34.7 33.4 
Sex (1=male) 0.88 0.38 0.52 
Marital Status (1=married) 0.75 0.77 0.76 
Education - Illiterate 0.33 0.49 0.45 
Education - Below Primary  0.1 0.08 0.08 
Education - Primary  0.15 0.11 0.12 
Education - Middle 0.11 0.12 0.12 
Education - Secondary 0.14 0.1 0.11 
Education - Higher Secondary 0.09 0.07 0.08 
Education - Degree/Diploma 0.07 0.03 0.04 
Education - Postgraduate  0.01 0 0.01 

Household-level variables    
Class - Agricultural Labour  0.5 0.47 0.48 
Class - Peasant 0.32 0.38 0.36 
Class - Landlord 0.06 0.04 0.04 
Class - Non Agricultural  0.12 0.1 0.11 

Caste - Brahmin and Kayastha 0.15 0.16 0.16 

Caste - Bhumihar and Rajput  0.13 0.09 0.1 

Caste – Kurmi 0.01 0.03 0.02 

Caste - Yadav 0.06 0.07 0.07 
Caste - Koeri 0.05 0.03 0.03 
Caste - Other Other Backward II 0.03 0.05 0.04 

Caste - Other Backward I  0.23 0.22 0.22 

Caste - Scheduled Caste and Tribe  0.23 0.25 0.25 

Caste - Upper Muslim  0.02 0.02 0.02 

Caste - Lower Muslim  0.09 0.09 0.09 

Operational Land 0 acres  0.47 0.38 0.4 

Operational Land 0-1 acres 0.27 0.25 0.26 

Operational Land 1-5 acres 0.21 0.32 0.29 
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 N=Migrants 
961 

N=Non-mi-
grants 
2452 

N=Full Sam-
ple 3415 

Operational Land - 5+ acres 0.04 0.05 0.04 

Type of dwelling  0.48 0.46 0.47 

Livestock in household 0.46 0.54 0.51 

Female worker in household  0.2 0.23 0.22 

Young children in household  0.66 0.6 0.62 

Network variable    

Village migration rate 64.87 61.69 62.59 

Household Migration History Variable     
Household with migrant in 1998 0.51 0.38 0.42 

 

Migrants, in 2011, again, are overwhelmingly male (88 per cent). As in 
1998, migrants are more educated than non-migrants in 2011,18 though 
differences in educational status between migrants and non-migrants have 
narrowed in 2011 across almost all education classes.  

As far as household characteristics of migrants and non-migrants are 
concerned, differences by caste, class and operational land ownership have 
narrowed over time. It is noteworthy that the size of the agricultural labour 
and landlord class has substantially declined overtime, and that of non ag-
ricultural and peasant classes has increased. 

Differences in mean values of other household level characteristics of 
migrants and non-migrants such as type of dwelling and presence of fe-
male worker in household have also substantially reduced in 2011. Over 
time, it appears from the descriptive statistics that there is little difference 
in the household attributes of migrants and non-migrants. A notable ex-
ception remains in livestock ownership, which at 46 per cent is 8 percent-
age points lower in migrants’ households compared to non-migrants’ 
households; yet, in tandem with other changes, this difference has also 
considerably reduced between the two time points.  

As in 1998, migrants are more likely to belong to villages with a higher 
migration rate, compared to non-migrants, but this variation has reduced 
in 2011.  

A migration history variable is added to the 2011 model, and as ex-
pected, individuals from households with past migration are more likely 
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to be (current) migrants. Migrants in 2011 have a 51 per cent chance of 
belonging to a households with migrants in 1998. On the other hand, non-
migrants in 2011 who have a lower (38 per cent) chance of belonging to 
households with migrants in 1998.  

In sum, the mean age of migrants has more or less remained the same 
in 1998 and 2011, but the age difference between migrants and non-mi-
grants has increased over time. Migrants continue to be overwhelmingly 
male in both time periods but there is marginal change – males among 
migrants have declined from 90 per cent to 88 per cent from 1998 to 2011. 
Overall, the proportion of illiterates among migrants has declined,19 along 
with that of middle school educated, while the proportion of primary 
school educated among migrants has increased sharply. The share of mi-
grants has increased in the agricultural labouring, peasant and non-agricul-
tural classes, while it declined in the landlord class.20 Among caste, the 
most discernible increase in migration is among the Yadavs. On average, 
migration continued to be higher in pucca households and lower in house-
holds with livestock in both 1998 and 2011. Lastly, the proportion of mi-
grants was higher in villages that had higher migration rates in both time 
periods, though these differences have narrowed down over time.  

4.7 Model results: 1998 and 2011 

4.7.1 1998 model  

Seven model specifications are used (table 4.7). In the first specification, 
only individual variables are used. The first three variables, age, sex and 
marital status have a statistically significant effect on the probability of 
migration. Given that migration is concentrated in younger age-cohorts, it 
is not surprising that the probability of migration decreases as age in-
creases. A male is 23 percentage points more likely to migrate as compared 
to a female and reflects the male-dominated feature of migration. Married 
persons are about 5 percentage points more likely to migrate than those 
who are not married. This can perhaps be explained by the greater eco-
nomic burden faced by married persons to support their families. These 
effects remain stable across the various specifications. With regard to ed-
ucation, it is evident that illiterate persons are less likely to migrate in com-
parison to those who have not completed primary schooling (reference 
group) (specification 1). This is in line with the descriptive statistics. As 
we move up the education ladder, middle school onwards, there seems to 
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be positive educational selection of migrants, but this is not statistically 
significant. In the final specification, however, education dummies do not 
appear significant in explaining migration. 
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Table 4.7 
Probability of individual migration - probit estimates, 1998 
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In the second specification, we add class to the model. Individual vari-
ables retain their explanatory power, and class significantly explains the 
probability of migration in two of the three categories; individuals in the 
landlord class and those in the non-agricultural class are, respectively, 8 
and 9 percentage points, more likely to migrate with reference to the peas-
ant class. As expected, and in tandem with the results from descriptive 
statistics, the sign of the coefficient of the agricultural labour class is neg-
ative, implying a lower probability of migration from this class, albeit this 
is not statistically significant. However, as we move across the various 
specifications, it seems clear that individuals in the agricultural labouring 
class are about 7 to 8 percentage points (specifications 5 to 7) less likely to 
migrate as compared to the peasant class.    

In the third specification, we introduce caste into the model. Individual 
variables and class variables continue to remain important in their effect 
on the probability of migration. The reference caste here is Other Back-
ward II; the probability of migration is higher by 8, 8 and 10 percentage 
points respectively for OBC I, Scheduled Castes and Scheduled Tribes, 
and Lower Muslims respectively. It is pertinent to note that these castes 
are at the lower end of the spectrum. The probability of migration is sta-
tistically significant in only one of the two upper caste categories, and in-
terestingly in the one which is considered to be rooted in land and agricul-
ture in the context of rural Bihar – the Bhumihars and Rajputs; individuals 
belonging to these castes are 8 percentage points more likely to migrate 
than the reference group of other OBC II.  The probability of migration 
for individuals belonging to the cultivating castes – the Kurmis, Koeris 
and Yadavs is not statistically significant, and this is not surprising as these 
peasant castes are rooted in agriculture. The negative sign of the coeffi-
cient for the Yadav caste is noteworthy. Given their engagement in agri-
cultural, as well as livestock activities, this is in line with the descriptive 
statistics (table 4.5).  

In the fourth specification, when operational land is added to the 
model, the probability of migration is 9 percentage points more for indi-
viduals in households with no operational land, as well as for individuals 
in households with 0-1 acres of operational land. As hypothesised, this 
suggests that individuals in households that do not practice agriculture, or 
practice agriculture in small tracts of land are more likely to migrate.  

The fifth specification controls for other household-level variables. 
There is a discernible effect of the type of dwelling (pucca or semi-pucca) on 
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the probability of migration. Households with pucca or semi-pucca dwelling 
are more likely to have migrants than households with thatched or kuccha 
dwellings.21  At the same time, households with female workers are less 
likely to have migrants. This may suggest some kind of an income effect.  

The sixth specification controls for village networks, proxied by the 
village migration rate. This variable has a statistically significant effect on 
the probability of migration. The positive sign of the network variable in-
dicates that the probability of migration increases as the network variable, 
i.e. the village migration rate increases.  However, the magnitude of this 
effect is very small. An interesting question that arises is if networks and 
education together explain migration. In the case of Mexican migration to 
the United States, McKenzie and Rapoport (2010), find positive or educa-
tion-neutral selection in communities with weak migrant networks but 
negative self-selection in communities with stronger networks (McKenzie 
and Rapoport 2010). Following cues from this literature, in particular, we 
are interested in finding if stronger (weaker) networks increase (decrease) 
the possibility of migration in different education groups. It is evident 
from the descriptive statistics that the migration rate among illiterates in 
the sample is lower than average. In line with this, the correlation between 
education and migration is negative and statistically significant (-0.10**). 
At the same time, there is a positive correlation between the illiteracy and 
network variables suggesting that there may be positive selection when 
these variables interact. However, this does not hold in multivariate anal-
ysis, and it can be seen in the seventh specification that while (village mi-
gration) networks continue to be important, the network-education dum-
mies of the model don’t yield significant effect on the probability of 
migration for this, or any other education class.  

In this final specification of the model (specification 7), individual-level 
variables retain their statistical significance and magnitude. The estimates 
indicate that a man is 24 percentage points more likely to migrate than a 
woman, and a married person is 6 percentage points more likely to migrate 
than an unmarried person. Among household-level variables, caste, class 
and operational land, emerge as important determinants of migration. An 
individual from the agricultural labour class is 8 percentage points less 
likely to migrate with reference to someone in the peasant class. By caste, 
migration continues to be significant in lower muslim, OBC I and SC/ST 
– the probability of migration increases by 10 percentage points for lower 
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muslims, 9 percentage points for OBC I, and 6 percentage points for in-
dividuals belonging to Scheduled Castes and Scheduled Tribes. The ex-
planatory power of the upper caste – Bhumihars and Rajputs is lost in this 
final specification of the model.  

The marginal effect of operational land on the probability of migration 
is significant for two of the three land classes used in the model. Individ-
uals from households with no operational land and those in households 
with 0 – 1 acres of land are both 10 percentage points more likely to mi-
grate with reference to the group that owns land between 1 – 5 acres. The 
probability of migration is not significant (coefficient has negative sign) 
among those households with 5+ acres of land, thus lending some support 
to the hypothesis that there seems to be no wealth effect on the probability 
of migration arising from presence of operational land in the household. 
Individuals from pucca and semi-pucca households have a higher propensity 
of migration, and among other household-level variables, only the variable 
female worker in household holds ground. As expected, and in tandem 
with our hypothesis and results of descriptive statistics, individuals from 
households with livestock have a lower propensity to migrate than those 
in households without livestock, though this is not statistically significant. 
The presence of young children in the household does not have a statisti-
cally significant effect on the probability of migration. The effect of the 
network variable in explaining individual migration is positive and statisti-
cally significant.  

Overall, thus, individual factors appear most important in explaining 
migration. This is a migration stream where young married men are most 
likely to migrate. While individual effects largely dominate, household fac-
tors are also important. Individuals in households located at the lower end 
of the caste (SC and ST, OBC I and lower muslim), and land (households 
with little or no operational land) spectrum are more likely to migrate. This 
suggests that the poor are more likely to migrate and push factors may 
have a role to play in this migration.   

4.7.2 2011 model, and comparisons with 1998 model  

The first seven specifications of this 2011 model (table 4.8) are identical 
to the 1998 model as discussed earlier. For the purpose of comparison 
over time, the discussion is based on the results of the seventh specifica-
tion in both models. In the 2011 model, there is an additional eighth spec-
ification, in which a migration history variable, a household variable, has 
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been added. Apart from this, the variables used and the reference groups 
wherever applicable in the 2011 model are the same as the earlier 1998 
model.  
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Table 4.8 
Probability of individual migration - probit estimates, 2011 
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As in the earlier model of 1998, the first three individual variables, age, 
sex and marital status continue to have a statistically significant effect on 
the probability of an individual migrating in 2011. These effects are stable 
across specifications, and in the final specification, the likelihood of a man 
migrating is 39 percentage points more than that of a woman, and a mar-
ried individual is 15 percentage points more likely to migrate than an un-
married person. Over time, the sign of the coefficients for these important 
variables has stayed the same, and their magnitude has increased. There-
fore, the effects of these individual variables on the probability of migra-
tion have become much stronger over time. Education did not seem to 
play a role in determining migration in 1998. However, in 2011, there is 
evidence of both positive and negative selection. In the final specification, 
both highly educated migrants (degree and above) and illiterates are more 
likely to migrate. Overall, these results lend support to the hypothesis that 
over time the role of individual-level variables in explaining migration has 
become more important. 

In the second model specification we control for class. Here, at first, 
we see that all three class dummies (agricultural labour, peasants and land-
lords) have a significant effect on the probability of migration. However, 
these effects remain significant only for individuals in the agricultural la-
bouring class in the final specification, where the chance of an individual 
in the agricultural labouring being a migrant with reference to individuals 
in the peasant class is higher by 5 percentage points. It is pertinent to note 
that in comparison with the 1998 model, the sign of the coefficient for 
agricultural labour class has changed (from negative to positive) in 2011. 
This positive sign indicates the changed dynamics in the pattern of migra-
tion by class.  

Controlling for caste in the 2011 model we observe elements of both 
change and continuity. Unlike the 1998 model, both upper caste categories 
have a statistically significant effect on the probability of migration with 
the reference group, Other OBC II. These effects are stable across speci-
fications, and in the final specification, individuals from Brahmins and 
Kayastha castes are 16 percentage points more likely to migrate, while 
those in Bhumihar and Rajputs castes are 22 percentage points more likely 
to migrate as compared to the reference group, Other OBC II. It is also 
interesting to note that the propensity of individuals to migrate from tra-
ditionally cultivating castes is high and statistically significant. Koeris are 
23 percentage more likely to migrate, and Yadavs are 10 percentage more 
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likely to migrate than the reference group. This points towards an occupa-
tional diversification of households belonging to these castes as an out-
come of migration. At the same time, at the lower end of the caste spec-
trum, as earlier, individuals of OBC I continue to be more likely to migrate.  

When we control for operational land, it emerges that the probability 
of migration among individuals belonging to households without any land 
or having small tracts of land continues to be positive and significant. 
What is discernible is the change in the sign of the coefficient of the 5+ 
acres category of operational land from 1998 to 2011. It appears that such 
large tracts of operational land deterred migration of individuals from 
households in this class in 1998. However, in 2011, there is a change in 
the sign of the coefficient for the 5+ acres category, albeit statistically in-
significant in both 1998 and 2011.  

As in the 1998 model, overall, other household-level variables are una-
ble to explain the phenomenon of migration in a decisive manner in 2011. 
The coefficient of the livestock variable had a negative sign even in 1998, 
though it is not statistically significant. In 2011, it is both negative and 
statistically significant, indicating that individuals from households that 
have livestock are less likely to migrate. The type of dwelling (housing 
quality) is no longer statistically significant in explaining the probability of 
migration. This is likely on account of an overall improvement in dwelling 
status of rural households over time. The effects of the presence of both 
young children and female worker in the household on the probability of 
migration remain small in both 1998 and 2011.  

The sixth specification adds the network variable to the model. The 
network variable continues to be important in 2011, and statistically sig-
nificant at 1 per cent level. The seventh specification controls for interac-
tion terms between education and network, and while the network variable 
continues to have a significant effect on the probability of migration, some 
of the results of the interaction terms of network with education are coun-
ter-intuitive.  

Last, we discuss specification 8 separately as it includes the migration 
history variable that is not used in 1998. It is estimated that individuals 
from households with past migration (i.e., with a migrant member in 1998) 
are about 8 per cent more likely to migrate in 2011. This result is intuitive 
and finds support in the literature on the subject.  
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4.8 Conclusion 

This chapter, based on a longitudinal study in rural Bihar, has explored 
factors that explain individual migration using two cross sections of indi-
vidual-level data collected from the same households in 1998 and 2011. It 
finds that effects of individual factors such as age, sex and marital status 
in explaining migration have become stronger over time. Yet, these indi-
vidual factors may be nested in household dynamics. The near universality 
of remittances in migrant households suggests that decisions to migrate 
may be principally derived from household needs (a la theories of new 
economics of labour migration), but individual traits drive this migration. 
Thus, individual factors in the context of a poor rural setting dominated 
by long-term circular migration are different from those in conventional 
neoclassical models of migration where there is a linear and permanent 
transition of labour from rural to urban areas.  

Migration from rural Bihar continues to be dominated by individuals at 
the lower end of the social and economic order but there is also some 
evidence of positive-selection in 2011. Unlike 1998, highly educated indi-
viduals and those belonging to upper castes are more likely to migrate in 
2011. This suggests that pull factors are likely at play. At the same time, 
pull factors also attain some importance in the context of Bihar’s linkages 
with India’s new economy as an important source region that supplies la-
bour to the rest of the country. The increased propensity to migrate in the 
illiterate and agricultural labour class in 2011 may be seen in response to 
increasing demand for casual labour in urban India. For instance, NSS data 
shows that between 2004-05 and 2011-12, casual male daily wages in urban 
areas increased at about 6 per cent per annum for India as a whole, and 9 
per cent per annum for Delhi22 – the most popular destination for Bihar’s 
migrants (Datta et al. 2014). On the whole, migration from rural Bihar has 
become more differentiated by education and caste, and there seems to be 
some shift towards pull factors, though push factors continue to remain 
important. 

Notes
1 Association does not necessarily imply causality as some of the determinants of 
migration may also be impacted by the same migration. 
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2 Recent empirical work in India, with the exception of Nayyar and Kim (2018) has 
focused on temporary or seasonal migration that emphasises short-term migration 
streams.  
3 See chapters 1 and 2 for a discussion on standard definitions of migration used 
in survey data. 
4 It is useful here to refer to evidence from China where empirical work in a some-
what similar context of rural-urban migration in the 1990s suggests that being 
young and being male increased the likelihood of being a migrant, while being mar-
ried had a negative effect on the probability of migration (Hare 1999). 
5 Similarly, another study in China finds abundance of female labour at the house-
hold level positively correlated with migration (Hare 1999). 
6 This is contrary to expectation (but is consistent with other characteristics of mi-
gration where migration is positively selected for education and socioeconomic 
status), and empirical evidence elsewhere. For instance, in Mexico, as the value of 
family landholdings increases, the probability of migration decreases (Mora and 
Taylor 2006). 
7 There are hardly any studies that look at the role of past migration in current 
migration.  Studies on rural-urban migration elsewhere show that individuals are 
more likely to migrate from households and villages with high accumulated migra-
tion experiences (Garip 2008), and that the ex-ante presence of an additional family 
member at an internal migration destination raises the probability of migration 
(Mora and Taylor 2006). 
8 Overall, estimates based on unweighted data are similar in direction and magni-
tude for all variables in the 1998 and 2011 models. However, there are some minor 
differences in the significance levels for a few variables. In the 1998 model, illit-
erates and upper muslims (not significant in weighted data), are significant at 10 
per cent in unweighted data. The variables, female worker in household and village 
migration are significant in the weighted data (both at 10 per cent), but not signif-
icant in unweighted data. In the 2011 model, the non-agricultural class is significant 
in the unweighted data.   
9 This definition of migration is attuned to the empirical context of the study. It is 
also close to other empirically grounded work such as the Indian Human Devel-
opment Survey, where labour migrants are defined as, ‘non-resident household 
members who are identified through household response to: “Does any woman in 
the household have a husband who lives outside the household”?’ (Nayyar and 
Kim, 2018: 6). However, in addition to male labour migrants, our study also col-
lected information on female migration. We are also able to identify households 
that permanently migrated from source areas. 
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10 This discussion is brief here as the primary focus of this chapter is on the deter-
minants of migration. Income and remittances are discussed in detail in chapters 5 
and 6.  
11 Worker here refers to individuals in age group 15-64 years with a primary occu-
pation with any of the following work statuses: employer, own account worker 
(self-employed), regular wage (salaried), attached wage labour, casual wage labour 
or unpaid family labour. Migrant workers are considered part of the source house-
hold and therefore included in total workers. 
12 At the same time, the incidence of migration is lowest in the bottom quintile, 
indicating, perhaps, that migration has costs which the poorest households may 
not be able to incur. 
13 The second round of data collection in the 1998-2000 study included detailed 
information about work-related migration, income and remittances. This dataset is 
used chapters 5 and 6. 
14 The definition of migration here is somewhat different from that adopted by 
large scale surveys such as the Census and National Sample Survey (NSS). Both 
the Census and NSS, based on a household member’s ‘last place of residence’, use 
the concept of 'normal residence' to define a migrant.  In the former, this includes 
members who stay for more than 6 months in a year, and in the latter, there is no 
time criterion. These definitions are quite restrictive, and would lead to the exclu-
sion of many 'migrant' members from the households, which, for the purpose of 
our analysis such as this does not give an accurate picture. 
15 The share of STs in Bihar’s overall population is negligible, and therefore the 
number of STs is very small in the sample. 
16 These effects are expected to vary across land size categories. 
17 McKenzie and Rapoport (2010) find that among Mexican migrants to the United 
States, not only are community networks important in migration, but they are also 
associated with education levels. They find that in communities with weak migra-
tion networks, migrants tend to be selected from the upper-middle of the education 
distribution, whereas in communities with strong migration networks there is neg-
ative educational selection. 
18 This is consistent with results of India Human Development Survey data for the 
state of Bihar in the same year (2011) wherein average years of schooling of non-
residents (migrants) is higher than that of residents (Nayyar and Kim 2018). 
19 This decline is lower than the decline in the share of illiterates in the full sample. 
20 It can be seen that the size of the landlord class substantially reduced between 
1998 and 2011. 
 



529178-L-bw-Datta529178-L-bw-Datta529178-L-bw-Datta529178-L-bw-Datta
Processed on: 18-2-2019Processed on: 18-2-2019Processed on: 18-2-2019Processed on: 18-2-2019 PDF page: 104PDF page: 104PDF page: 104PDF page: 104

84 CHAPTER 4 

 

 

21 However, this could be endogenous as better dwellings may be because of mi-
grant remittances. 
22 This wage growth was negative between 1999-2000 and 2004-05. 
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5 
Migration, Remittances and Changing 
Sources of Income in Rural Bihar, 
1999-20111 

 
 

5.1 Introduction 

This chapter is centered around the increasingly important role of migra-
tion and remittances in the context of high mobility and de-agrarianisation 
of society in rural Bihar. It draws on long-term data collection and associ-
ated research that has been undertaken in rural Bihar over several dec-
ades.2 For the purpose of our analysis here, household-level income data 
collected from 891 households in 1999, and the same and successor 904 
households in 2011 is used. Appendix table 5.1 gives the caste and class 
composition of sample household. The data of interest here pertains to 
household-level variables such as income from various sources, migration 
of members, demographic and labour composition, caste, class and land 
ownership.  

The chapter is divided in two parts. First, survey data is used to examine 
various sources of income viz., agriculture, non-agriculture, government 
programmes and remittances in households in 2011 in section 5.2. Second, 
broad changes in income sources from 1999 to 2011 by district, class, caste 
and land ownership are presented in section 5.3. Section 5.4 concludes. 

5.2 Sources of income in 2011 

5.2.1 Sources of income in migrant and non-migrant households  
 This section discusses broad sources of income in rural Bihar in 2011.3 A 
four-fold classification has been used, viz., i) income from agriculture, 
comprising net income from self-employment in agriculture and allied ac-
tivities, net income from livestock and income from agricultural labour 
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(casual and contract), ii) income from non-agriculture, comprising income 
from self-employment, income from casual labour, including contract la-
bour in non-agriculture, and income from salary, iii) income from casual 
labour in government programmes such as Mahatma Gandhi National Ru-
ral Employment Guarantee Act (MGNREGA) and Backward Region 
Grant Fund (BRGF) and income from government transfers, and, iv) in-
come from remittances.  
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Table 5.1 
Sources of income in migrant and non-migrant households in 2011 (Rupees) 
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Table 5.1 presents the distribution of these income sources by migrant, 
non-migrant and all households.4 This disaggregation is useful to examine 
the relative importance of different income sources in these two types of 
households. Overall, agriculture accounts for a little over a quarter of total 
income (26.1 per cent). Surprisingly, agriculture is not the primary source 
of income in both migrant and non-migrant households,5 indicating that 
rural and agriculture are not synonymous with one another.  

The maximum income accrues to non-agricultural sources; therein, all 
three components, viz., self-employment (36 per cent), income from salary 
(37 per cent) and income from labour (27 per cent) are important.6 There-
fore, local non-agricultural income is higher than local agricultural income, 
indicating the relative importance of the non-farm sector vis-à-vis the farm 
sector in the economy of rural Bihar. This growth in the non-farm sector 
in rural areas points towards further decoupling of agriculture from the 
‘rural’. 

But, it is remittances that dominate – one ramification of increasing 
migration from the state is high dependence on remittances. It is pertinent 
to note that a majority of households have migrant members, and income 
from remittances is a significant component of overall income in rural Bi-
har – 29 per cent for all the households, and 43 per cent in migrant house-
holds. Among the latter, dependence on remittance income is quite acute; 
52 per cent of such households report that remittances comprise more 
than half of their total income. Having said that, the next section examines 
the distribution of these livelihood sources across income quintiles.  

5.2.2 Sources of income across quintiles in migrant and non-
migrant households  

Income from agriculture 

There is substantial variation in the sources of income across income quin-
tiles (table 5.2). Let us first take the case of agricultural income. Overall, 
net income from self-employment in agriculture comprises only 14.3 per 
cent of the total income in rural Bihar. It does not vary much by income 
quintiles, ranging from 12.6 per cent (Q4) to 15.2 per cent (Q3). Income 
from livestock is about 8 per cent overall; its share is highest for the lowest 
quintile (9.9 per cent), and lowest for the highest quintile (6.4 per cent).7 
Income from agricultural labour, including both casual and contract la-
bour, is less than 4 per cent of total income; its share is highest among the 
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poorest quintile (14 per cent), and as expected, lowest among the highest 
quintile (0.5 per cent). Income from attached labour in agriculture, though 
insignificant at 0.5 per cent is reported by one per cent of total households. 
As seen in table 5.1, overall, the first three heads add up to about a quarter 
of total income. Total income from agriculture varies substantially across 
income quintiles (from 21.8 per cent in Q5 to 37.3 per cent in Q1); as we 
move up the income quintiles, there is a clear pattern – the share of agri-
cultural income in total income reduces.8 It is interesting to note that 
among Yadavs, a caste traditionally engaged in agriculture and livestock 
rearing, 45 per cent of income comes from these sources. The data, in 
general also show that income from cultivation and livestock go hand in 
hand.  
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Table 5.2 
Distribution of income sources by income quintiles in migrant and non-mi-

grant households in 2011 (%) 
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In sum, the pattern of income indicates that the poor in rural Bihar are 
proportionately more dependent on agriculture, and the rich, dispropor-
tionately less so. However, a paradox emerges when the share of agricul-
ture in total income is disaggregated at the district-level (table 5.3). This 
share is highest in the agriculturally advanced district (Rohtas – 44 per 
cent), as well as in the most backward district (Purnia – 29 per cent), 
though this may be due to very different reasons.9 Agricultural production 
in Rohtas is market oriented, while that in Purnia is subsistence-based; yet, 
for these two districts at two ends of the development spectrum, there 
seems to be convergence as far as the importance of agriculture in the local 
economy is concerned. 

Table 5.3 
Distribution of income sources by district in 2011 (%) 

Source of income and share 
in total income 

Araria/ 
Purnia Gaya Gopal-

ganj 
Madhu
bani 

Na-
landa Rohtas 

Net income from agriculture 
and allied activities 

18.8 3.8 9.6 10.0 9.9 26.8 

Net income from livestock 5.0 11.9 8.5 6.2 6.6 13.2 

Income from casual labour in 
agriculture 

4.3 2.2 1.8 3.7 5.4 3.6 

Income from attached labour 
in agriculture 

1.2 0.3 0.0 0.2 0.0 0.4 

Self-employment in non-agri-
culture 

10.6 26.2 6.7 6.5 12.0 10.8 

Casual labour in non-agricul-
ture 

4.7 2.5 3.6 15.1 12.1 9.0 

Income from salary, local 12.5 5.7 9.7 12.7 17.6 6.6 

Income from casual labour in 
govt. programmes 

0.4 0.1 0.0 0.1 3.6 0.3 

Income from government 
transfers 

4.7 7.9 4.4 5.8 11.5 6.1 

Income from remittances 25.6 26.6 50.7 37.2 13.9 14.0 

Income from other sources 12.1 12.8 5.0 2.5 7.4 9.4 

Total income 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 

Source: Household schedule, 2011.  
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Income from local non-agriculture 
In the context of a predominantly rural society like Bihar’s it is surprising 
that income from local non-agriculture rather than that from agriculture is 
the most dominant source of income (30.4 per cent of total income). In 
households with no migrant members, this is as high as 46.8 per cent (table 
5.1). Among these, the share of self-employment in non-agriculture overall 
is quite substantial (36 per cent of total non-agricultural income). Income 
from this source is characterised by small household-level enterprises or 
own account work. Given that Bihar has a very low industrial base, and 
there is little industrialisation in the state in recent times, the diverse non-
agricultural sources of income in the local economy emerging from the 
survey merit further examination. Survey results related to nature and 
characteristics of non-agricultural work, location of this work, and capital 
and labour employed by such enterprises are briefly discussed here. About 
a fifth of all households in 2011 reported self-employment in non-agricul-
tural enterprises. Much of this activity is in the tertiary sector; more than 
a third of these households report workers in sales (groceries, medicines, 
vegetables); another 11 per cent report finance and commission agents. 
About 9 per cent of the enterprises are engaged in a variety of repair ser-
vices, and 8 per cent provide health and educational services. It is note-
worthy that more than half of these enterprises operate out of no fixed 
premises, indicating the mobile nature of many of these service provid-
ers.10 The survey also reveals that a majority (61 per cent) of these enter-
prises operate throughout the 12 months of the year, and more than three-
quarters operate for at least 8 months in the year. In other words, this 
reflects the perennial nature of demand for non-agricultural services in 
rural areas. It also emerges that more than three-quarters of these enter-
prises don’t hire any labour and about a third don’t have any fixed capital. 
This services oriented own account non-agricultural work has emerged as 
an important source of income in rural Bihar. 

It is worthwhile to note that income from such enterprise is lowest for 
the bottom quintile (1.7 per cent) and highest for the top quintile (16 per 
cent) suggesting that such activities are able to generate higher income (ta-
ble 5.2). At the same time, at the very top of the spectrum, enterprise ac-
tivity is something that better-off households (are able to) engage in, as it 
is likely to have linkages with assets and capital. Specific castes are more 
entrepreneurial than others; with 26 per cent of total income, OBC II have 
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a significantly higher share of income accruing to non-agricultural enter-
prises in the rural areas (table 5.4).  

Table 5.4 
Distribution of income sources by caste and community in 2011 (%) 

Source of income and share in total in-
come 

Upper 
caste OBC II OBC I SC and 

ST 
Mus-
lim 

Net income from agriculture and allied 
activities 

22.8 13.2 13.7 5.6 8.7 

Net income from livestock 7.9 10.8 6.9 6.5 3.6 

Income from casual labour (including con-
tract labour) in agriculture 

0.2 1.4 6.1 8.4 4.4 

Income from attached labour in agricul-
ture 

0.0 0.2 1.7 0.7 0.0 

Self-employment in non-agriculture 8.9 26.0 9.4 4.0 5.3 

Casual labour in non-agriculture (includ-
ing contract labour) 

0.4 3.9 10.3 17.4 17.3 

Income from salary, local 16.5 12.8 7.2 7.4 7.4 

Income from casual labour in govt. pro-
grammes 

0.1 0.3 0.3 1.9 0.0 

Income from government transfers 3.5 4.2 6.1 11.9 5.7 

Income from remittances 26.4 19.2 32.6 32.9 37.6 

Income from other sources 13.2 8.0 5.5 3.3 9.9 

Total income 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 

Source: Household schedule, 2011. 
 
Income from non-agricultural labour is another important component 

of non-farm income in rural Bihar. It includes income from both casual 
and contract labour. Its importance is reflected in the fact that first, its 
share is almost twice as much as agricultural labour, and second, income 
from non-agricultural labour is higher than that from agricultural labour 
across all income quintiles. This shows the increasing importance of non-
agricultural work, and the relative decline of agriculture in income gener-
ation in rural areas. At the same time, village-level wage data shows that 
non-agricultural work is far more remunerative and hence desirable than 
agricultural work. 
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The third head under non-farm income viz., income from (local) salary, 
though 11.2 per cent overall, is disproportionately represented in the top-
most quintile (very few persons in other quintiles have a local salaried job 
in the first place).  In fact, in the top most quintile, 21 per cent of all in-
come comes from local salaried income (table 5.2). It is not surprising that 
households that have individuals with higher educational endowments are 
better able to access and exploit this more remunerative source of in-
come.11 For instance, among the education class, degree and above (male), 
32.6 per cent of income accrues to salaried income, and it is even higher 
for households with females in the same education class (45.1 per cent). 
There is a clear caste pattern too – households belonging to upper and 
dominant caste groups have a higher than average share of income accru-
ing to salary (table 5.4). Compared to male-headed households, female-
headed households are likely to have almost twice as much a share in sal-
aried income (10.6 per cent in male-headed households and 18.4 per cent 
in female-headed households).12 It is evident that while social norms do 
not allow women to migrate for work, their participation in the local la-
bour force is acceptable in professions such as health and education, 
where they are concentrated. In sum, in rural Bihar, the highest share of 
income accrues to the non-agricultural sector, and this is the largest sector 
in the state’s economy in terms of income generation.    

Income from government programmes and transfers 

Income from government wage employment programmes such as the Ma-
hatma Gandhi National Rural Employment Guarantee Act (MGNREGA) 
and the Backward Region Grant Fund (BRGF) is extremely low; 0.5 per 
cent overall. These interventions have been limited, and contribute little 
to overall incomes in rural Bihar. At the same time, this income from cas-
ual wage in government programmes is substantially higher in the lowest 
quintile, particularly among non-migrant households. While this is a posi-
tive development, its rather negligible share in total income shows that 
such programmes have been unable to contribute to the process of in-
come generation of the poor in Bihar. What is striking in this regard is the 
near absence of this income source in 6 of the 7 districts, and its dispro-
portionate accrual in Nalanda district. This may be due to its proximity to 
the state capital, Patna.  

In the context of government wage programmes, it is pertinent to dis-
cuss (this near absence of) MGNREGA in rural Bihar. One of the key 
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objectives of this flagship programme of the Government of India is to 
prevent migration from the rural areas. But in the case of Bihar, the pen-
etration of the programme is very low,13 in a landscape of lack of employ-
ment opportunities in rural areas and high outmigration for work. Studies 
have found that there are large leakages amidst large unmet demand for 
work. In particular, failure of MGNREGA is attributed to poor adminis-
trative capacity to implement the scheme (Dutta, Murgai, Ravallion and 
Van de Walle 2014). Paradoxically, while the number of job cards issued 
has increased over the years, the number of households ‘provided with 
employment’ declined (by almost half) between 2010-11 and 2012-13.14 

In comparison to income from government wage programmes, income 
from government transfer is considerably higher and broad based. This 
head of income from government transfer includes a wide range of bene-
fits under several schemes. These include income from pensions (old 
age/widow/ handicapped), Indira Awas Yojana, Balika and Balak Poshak 
Yojana, Cycle Yojana, Kanya Suraksha Yojana, Janani Suraksha Yojana, 
and imputed value of benefits from the Public Distribution System and 
the Integrated Child Development Services. Overall, 6.1 per cent of the 
total income in the survey villages is from government transfers. The data 
indicate a positive targeting of government transfers; in female-headed 
households, the share of government transfers is more than twice that in 
male-headed households (11.3 per cent versus 5.7 per cent), and it is also 
high in Scheduled Caste households (11.9 per cent) and landless house-
holds (9.5 per cent).  

Income from remittances  

This brings us to the last, and perhaps the most important, source of in-
come in rural Bihar. According to one estimate, 4.5 to 5 million migrant 
Bihari workers send remittances equivalent to about 5 per cent of the 
state’s GDP (Indian Institute of Public Administration 2010). Based on 
their research in north Bihar, Rodgers and Rodgers (2011) estimate that 
remittances could amount to 4 to 7 per cent of the state’s net domestic 
product. The use of remittances is dominated by consumption and sub-
sistence needs, education of children, medical expenses and wedding ex-
penditure (Karan, 2003; Indian Institute of Public Administration 2010).  

Remittances are the real game changer in rural Bihar – the second most 
important source of income, after local non-agricultural income. Remit-
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tances comprise 28.6 per cent of overall income, and 43.4 per cent of in-
come among households with migrant members. Remittances here refer 
to that part of a migrant’s income that is sent or brought back to the 
household located in the source region. Households in the lower quintiles, 
castes and classes have a disproportionately higher dependence on remit-
tances than those in the better-off social categories. The share of remit-
tances in total income is greater than average among Muslims, SCs and 
OBC I, and agricultural labour households; these caste and class groups 
are at the bottom end of the socio-economic hierarchy. In addition, in a 
substantial proportion of households, dependence on remittances is ex-
tremely high, and these are the only source of income. The model of mi-
gration is where men, predominantly young men, migrate to distant urban 
labour markets for the greater part of the year, and women, children and 
old people stay back in the village. Remittances are important across all 
income quintiles; the share of remittances in total income ranges from al-
most 60 per cent (in households with migrants) in the bottom two quin-
tiles to 33 per cent (in households with migrants) in the top quintile (table 
5.2). There is a disproportionately high dependence on remittances among 
Muslim households. There is also a clear regional pattern; north Bihar dis-
tricts such as Gopalganj and Madhubani have a higher reliance on remit-
tances than south Bihar districts (table 5.3).  

5.3 Change in income and its source, 1999 - 2011  

Income data on the same households in an earlier period (1999) allows us 
to examine changes in total income during the period 1999 to 2011, dis-
aggregated by district, class, caste and land ownership size (table 5.5). An-
nual household income in rural Bihar increased by 1.8 times, in real terms, 
from 1999 to 2011.15 Average incomes continued to be substantially higher 
for those in the upper castes and classes. Income gains over time were 
highest for the Scheduled Castes and Muslims, landless, and non-agricul-
tural households. It may be noted that these are the same categories of 
households that experienced highest increases in migration, and remit-
tance incomes. Income gains were also higher than average in the poorer 
districts of Araria/Purnia, Gaya and Madhubani.  
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Table 5.5 
Mean annual income and its change by district, class, caste and land size 

ownership: 1999 and 2011 (Rupees) 

Source: Household schedules, 1999 and 2011.  

 
Table 5.6 presents changes in the distribution of income by its sources 

over time, disaggregated by migrant and non-migrant households. Overall, 
income from agriculture has drastically declined from 53 per cent in 1999 

Mean Annual Income in Rupees 1999 2011 Factor Change 

District    

Araria/Purnia 17390 36533 2.1 

Gaya 19844 41629 2.1 

Gopalganj 28868 51966 1.8 

Madhubani 15590 32484 2.1 

Nalanda 26920 36033 1.3 

Rohtas 35797 48266 1.3 

Class    

Agricultural Labour 14362 29817 2.1 

Small and Medium Peasant 22415 41202 1.8 

Large Peasant and Landlord 37254 60851 1.6 

Non Agricultural 12743 35957 2.8 

Caste    

Upper caste 31277 51858 1.7 

OBC II 27009 48274 1.8 

OBC I 14996 29351 2.0 

SC and ST 15182 31597 2.1 

Muslim 14811 31910 2.2 

Landownership    

Landless 13078 29040 2.2 

0.01 to 0.99 acres 17772 33894 1.9 

1 to 2.49 acres 24750 43349 1.8 

2.5 to 4.99 acres 34059 65750 1.9 

5 acres or more 72057 140013 1.9 

Total 20801 38208 1.8 
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to 26.1 per cent in 2011.16 As expected, migrant households had a lower 
share in agricultural income (38.3 per cent) than non-migrants (66.5 per 
cent) in 1999. The aforementioned decline may be attributed to two inter-
related developments in agriculture. First, the costs of cultivation have in-
creased without a commensurate rise in income from cultivation. This has 
led to a situation where most peasants find that cultivation is becoming 
less and less remunerative over time. This is mirrored in the relatively 
lower increase in income of peasant households over time, vis-à-vis agri-
cultural labouring and non-agricultural households (table 5.5). Second, in 
this period, agricultural activities have mechanised rapidly, and the number 
of working days in agriculture has substantially reduced. There has been a 
movement of workers away from agriculture; yet at the same time, there 
is the paradox of labour shortage in the peak season in agricultural activi-
ties.  

Table 5.6 
Distribution of income sources in non-migrant and migrant households: 1999 

and 2011 (%) 

Source of income and 
share in total income 

1999 2011 

Non-Mi-
grant 

House-
holds 

Migrant 
House-
holds 

All 
house-
holds 

Non-Mi-
grant 

House-
holds 

Migrant 
House-
holds 

All 
House-
holds 

Net income from agri-
culture and allied activ-
ities 

37.7 20.9 29.6 20.6 11 14.3 

Net income from live-
stock 

10.9 7.3 9.2 9.4 6.7 7.6 

Casual labour in agri-
culture 

14.4 9.3 12.0 4 3.5 3.7 

Attached labour in agri-
culture 

3.5 0.8 2.2 0.5 0.6 0.5 

Self-employment in 
non-agriculture 

11.4 5.1 8.4 16.6 8.2 11.1 

Wage employment in 
non-agriculture 

11.1 3.5 7.4 30.2 13.7 19.3 

Govt transfers and cas-
ual labour in govt. pro-
grammes 

- - - 6.5 6.7 6.6 

Remittances 0 45.3 21.8 0 43.4 28.6 
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Source of income and 
share in total income 

1999 2011 

Non-Mi-
grant 

House-
holds 

Migrant 
House-
holds 

All 
house-
holds 

Non-Mi-
grant 

House-
holds 

Migrant 
House-
holds 

All 
House-
holds 

Income from other 
sources 

11 7.9 9.5 12.2 6.2 8.3 

Total  100 100 100 100 100 100 

Source: Household schedules, 1999 and 2011.  

 
Simultaneously, there has been an increase in remittance income from 

21.8 per cent to 28.6 per cent,17 as well as a substantial increase in non-
agricultural local income from 15.8 per cent to 30.4 per cent from 1999 to 
2011. We have already discussed diverse new sources of non-agricultural 
income in the rural economy. The declining share of agriculture in income 
(and employment) in the local economy is clear. It is also evident that 
households in the upper income quintiles have disproportionately been 
able to move out of agriculture, and the poor(er) households, particularly 
households which are exclusively dependent on agricultural activities for 
their livelihood, are stuck in the lower quintiles.18 At first, being able to 
move away from the local economy (migration) is a pathway to higher 
income, and a movement away from poverty.19 At the same time, income 
from local non-agricultural sources can be another option to escape pov-
erty. However, this is much less accessible to the poor; the upper echelons 
in the rural society are better able to access this route.  

It is noteworthy that several government programmes that were oper-
ational in 2011 did not exist in 1999. In 2011, income from government 
transfers and casual employment have appeared on the radar. In 1999, av-
erage annual income of female-headed households was about half that of 
male-headed households. They were more likely to be in casual labour in 
agriculture than male-headed households underlining their disadvantaged 
situation. By 2011, this was no longer the case; the income gap between 
male- and female-headed households narrowed substantially. The positive 
role of government transfers in raising the income of female-headed 
households is evident.  
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5.4 Conclusion   

This chapter has drawn on a longitudinal study conducted in rural Bihar, 
and presented a source area perspective of migration. Based on primary 
data collected in 12 villages in seven districts, it first discussed the overall 
distribution of income, disaggregated by migrant and non-migrant house-
hold, income quintile, district and caste in 2011. Thereafter, changes in the 
distribution of income sources disaggregated by district, class, caste and 
landownership between 1999 and 2011 are presented. Three broad pat-
terns emerged from this work. First, overall, there was a decline in agricul-
tural income in both migrant and non-migrant households, and a simulta-
neous increase in both non-agricultural and remittance income. Thus, the 
chapter has provided evidence of further decoupling of agriculture from 
the ‘rural’. Second, income growth was higher for those at the bottom end 
of the social and economic ladder: the Scheduled Castes and Muslims, 
landless, and non-agricultural households. These categories of households 
also experienced highest increases in migration and remittance incomes.  

Third, upper castes and classes continued to have substantially higher 
incomes, were better able to access non-agricultural work and enjoy the 
largest income gains from migration, in absolute terms. Ghosh and Gupta 
(2009) have argued that while economic growth may have caused an ex-
pansion of opportunities in Bihar, there is unequal development among 
different groups of people. This chapter provides further evidence to sup-
port this hypothesis. Amidst rapid advances in material condition, changes 
in the structure of the state’s economy, and the composition of household 
income over time, structures of inequity persist in rural Bihar.   

Notes 
1 An expanded version of this chapter has been published: Migration, Remit-
tances and Changing Sources of Income in Rural Bihar (1999–2011), Economic 
and Political Weekly, 85-93. 
2 Please see section 2.5 for details.  
3 Income figures of 2011 have been deflated using a state-specific price deflator – 
Consumer Price Index of Agricultural Labourers (CPI-AL) so that we are able to 
examine changes in real income between 1999 and 2011 in section 5.3.  
4 Households with migrants have been referred to as migrant households, and 
households without migrants have been referred to as non-migrant households.  
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5 In migrant households, income from remittances appear most important, ac-
counting for (43.4 per cent of total household income), while in non-migrant 
households it is income from non-agricultural sources (46.7 per cent of total in-
come).  
6 Income from labour is basically casual daily work, while income from salary is 
regular monthly paid work. 
7 While the poorest tend to disproportionately engage in livestock cultivation and 
the highest income share from livestock accrues to this quintile, it may be noted 
that a substantial proportion of livestock is leased in (posaiyya) and is not owned by 
the poor.  
8 In fact, households in the bottom quintile with no migrant members derive more 
than half (54 per cent) of their income from agricultural activities.  
9 For a further disaggregated analysis of contrasting development paths of two of 
the 12 sample villages, see Datta et al (2014).  
10 Of those enterprises that are located in fixed premises, about 60 per cent are 
within household premises, and about 20 per cent are outside. 
11 Lanjouw and Shariff (2004), using data from the India Human Development 
Survey find that education is strongly correlated with more remunerative non-farm 
activities.  
12 About 8 per cent of sample households are female-headed households. 
13 On the whole, in the survey villages, only 11 per cent of all households reported 
MGNREGA work by male members, and 3 per cent by female members. The 
amount of work reported was also low. The average number of days worked 
amounted to only 14 for men and 11 for women among those reporting 
MGNREGA employment. This is far below the official target of 100 days employ-
ment guarantee (Rodgers et al. 2013). 
14 From 2010-11 to 2012-13, the number of job cards issued increased from 13.05 
million to 13.35 million. In the same time period, the number of households pro-
vided with employment, declined from 4.69 million to 2.47 million, as per govern-
ment estimates (GOB 2014).  
15 For a meaningful comparison with the 1999 data, income figures of 2011 have 
been deflated using a state-specific price deflator – Consumer Price Index of Agri-
cultural Labourers (CPI-AL). 
16 There has been a simultaneous decline in agricultural employment. In 1999, 74 
per cent of workers reported agriculture as their principal occupation. In 2009-10, 
this declined to 44 per cent. See Rodgers et al (2013) for details.  
17 The share of remittances in total income of migrant households has been fairly 
stable over time - 43 per cent in 2011 and 45 per cent in 1999 (table 5.6).  
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18 There is also a clear caste pattern in the accrual of income sources. Among broad 
caste categorisations, the upper caste group of four castes – Brahmins, Kayasthas, 
Rajputs and Bhumihars - together have the highest average incomes.  
19 Although migration is an exit strategy from poverty, yet the very poor cannot 
resort to it. 
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6 The Impacts of Migration in Rural 
Bihar, 1999-2011 

 
 

6.1 Introduction  

This chapter explores the effects of migration using household panel data 
in survey villages. It employs the technique of difference-in-differences 
estimation to examine, if, over time, welfare outcomes (proxied by in-
come) of households that experience migration are different from those 
that don’t. The advantage of using panel data is that it enables us to con-
trol for unobserved time-invariant heterogeneity, something that is not 
possible with cross-section data that is used in most studies. Four house-
hold typologies are devised, based on household migration status in 1999 
and 2011 for the difference-in-differences model that estimates the effect 
of migration on welfare outcomes. In doing so, we are also able to study 
the dynamics of change within each of the four distinct household typol-
ogies. This complements the aggregate analysis on the changing sources 
of income undertaken in chapter 5.  

The chapter draws on three strands of interconnected, yet often dis-
parate literatures; first, theoretical and empirical studies where there is an 
emphasis on the household as a unit of analysis (Stark and Bloom 1986; 
Stark and Lucas 1988; Taylor et al. 2003; Nayyar and Kim 2018); second, 
village-level studies of longitudinal change in the context of rural India 
(Badiani 2007; Mukopadhyay, 2011; Dercon et al. 2012); and, third, em-
pirical studies that have used individual and household-level panel data to 
study the relationship between migration and welfare (Funkhouser 2006; 
Beegle et al. 2011).  

The rest of the chapter is organised as follows. Section 6.2 covers the 
relevant theoretical and empirical literature described above. Section 6.3 
presents details of the data used in this paper and some methodological 
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issues related to the data that we use. Section 6.4 describes the four house-
hold typologies used in subsequent analysis, and the trajectories of 
changes in income disaggregated by these household typologies. Section 
6.5 presents descriptive statistics of variables that are used in the differ-
ence-in-differences model presented in section 6.6. Section 6.7 concludes.  

6.2 Theoretical and empirical literature  

6.2.1 Household as a unit of analysis 

The theoretical framework of the New Economics of Labour Migration 
(NELM), in which the household is at the core of migration decisions and 
outcomes, provides a useful context to this chapter. NELM theorises mi-
gration as an income enhancing and risk sharing livelihood strategy 
adopted by the household that comprises interconnected individuals who 
make migration decisions.1 Unlike earlier neoclassical economic models 
of migration (Lee 1966; Todaro 1969; Harris and Todaro 1970), there is 
a shift from ‘individual independence’ to ‘mutual interdependence’ (Stark 
and Lucas 1988) and migration is viewed not as an ‘act of desperation or 
boundless optimism’ of an individual, but a ‘calculated strategy’ of the 
household (Stark and Bloom 1985). Remittances are a sine qua non of 
migration in NELM approaches that consider rural-urban migration and 
urban-rural remittances as a self-enforcing cooperative contractual agree-
ment based on the sharing of risks by households in sending areas. This 
is consistent with empirical evidence in this study and elsewhere, where 
the household mediates ‘individual’ migration and remittances.  

NELM offers scope for both circular and return migration (Taylor 
1999; De Haan 1999; Taylor et al. 2003). Empirical evidence shows that 
not all rural-urban migration is permanent; circular migration is a domi-
nant mode of outmigration from rural areas, and migrants often return 
back to source areas (De Haan 1999; Hare 1999; Taylor et al. 2002; Mberu 
2005).2 This circularity of migration gives way to a bi-locational or a multi-
locational household, where members are distributed at source and desti-
nation, in rural and urban locations.3 In the literature, such household 
structures have been aptly referred to as ‘share families’4 ‘link families’5 
and ‘broken families’6 that form quite stable units. 7 A noteworthy feature 
that emerges in the literature is strong connections between the ‘rural’ and 
the ‘urban’ household by way of (re)visits and remittances.8 9 In the con-
text of the ‘household’ in this research, circular migration of individual 
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members emerges as the most dominant form of migration; permanent 
migration, of the kind that entails relocation of the entire household from 
the village is very limited (Datta 2016a).   

6.2.2 Longitudinal village-level studies in rural India 

The increase in the incidence of migration discussed in earlier chapters is 
not peculiar to Bihar alone. Studies elsewhere in rural India too, highlight 
this trend; ICRISAT10 and Palanpur studies,11 two major longitudinal 
studies in southern and northern India respectively, report that outmigra-
tion for work has substantially increased over time. 

In Palanpur, in the period 1983 – 1993, about 21 per cent of the total 
households experienced migration; this number doubled to 42 per cent in 
the period, 1993-2008. As in the case of our study, outmigration of some 
members, while others remain behind was the dominant mode of migra-
tion in both the time periods (Mukopadhyay 2011).12 In ICRISAT vil-
lages, migratory flows increased over time, and the nature of migration 
for individuals has moved from ‘predominantly permanent movements’ 
in the earlier surveys of 1975 – 84, to temporary movements, as a matter 
of occupational choice in 1992, and this trend continued in 2001-2 to 
2004-5 (Badiani 2007).  

How do migrants and non-migrants fare over time? The ICRISAT 
studies show that in the base year 1976-77, in terms of food consumption, 
migrants started off worse than non-migrants, but by 2004-05, their con-
sumption levels were considerably higher (Dercon et al. 2012).13 In addi-
tion, household trajectories in terms of income and assets differ for mi-
grant and non-migrant households. Badiani (2007) finds that in 1992, at 
the time of migration, households with and without migrants do not have 
substantial differences in assets and income, but, by 2002, these differ-
ences become substantial. Perceptions of their own well-being is equally 
important as other measures of welfare. Dercon et al (2012), find that 
migrants’ self-assessed welfare, paradoxically, is not in tandem with other 
indicators of welfare, such as food consumption.14  
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6.2.3 Evidence from panel studies  

Empirical evidence in general shows that migration and remittances are 
associated with improved welfare outcomes, in terms of income and con-
sumption in source households (Taylor et al. 200315, Haberfeld et al. 1999 
16, Hoang et al. 200517). These studies are mostly based on cross-section 
data that can at best study differences between migrant and non-migrant 
households at one point in time. Longitudinal studies, on the other hand, 
collect information over time, and can enable us to examine impacts; 
study household trajectories to examine dynamics of change. A major ad-
vantage of panel data is that it allows a researcher to control for time-
invariant unobservable characteristics which may influence both income 
and the decision to migrate. For instance, it helps provide an estimate of 
the effect of migration on income after controlling for time-invariant un-
observable traits such as motivation and risk-taking ability which may in-
fluence migration and income and thereby lead to misleading inferences 
on the relationship between migration and income. Differencing two 
years of panel data is a simple yet powerful way to control for such unob-
served effects (Wooldridge 2002, 2009).18  

In the literature, two noteworthy panel studies attribute improvements 
in welfare outcomes to migration. Beegle et al (2011), based on an empir-
ical study in Tanzania estimate large individual consumption increases on 
account of migration; they report that the farther one moves from the 
source area, higher the increase in consumption (Beegle et al. 2011).19 
Funkhouser (2006) using panel data (1998 – 2001) of the Living Standard 
Measurement Surveys for Nicaragua finds that households from which 
an emigrant left experienced a reduction in working members, and in-
come, and also a reduction in poverty. This framework is particularly use-
ful in the context of this chapter, where we examine if welfare outcomes 
of households which experience migration are different from those that 
don’t.  

6.3 Data 

Two distinct datasets are used in this study. The first set of data primarily 
comes from the second of three rounds of household and community 
surveys conducted in the period 1998-2000. It covers 891 households in 
12 core villages. The data of our interest here pertain to household-level 
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variables such as income from various sources,20 migration of its mem-
bers, demographic and labour composition, caste, class, land ownership, 
information on credit, and perceptions of change over time. 

The second set of data is a subset of resurveys that began in 2009, of 
households and communities in the same 36 villages. Two rounds of data 
collection were undertaken from 2009 to 2011. For the purpose of the 
paper, we use data collected in the second round in 2011, when an income 
accounting exercise was undertaken for same and successor households 
of the original sample of 891 households covered in 1999. An important 
methodological feature of this study, thus, is that we have data of the same 
households before and after migration, or, after and before migration, in 
the case that households slipped into non-migration. The advantage of 
use of panel data over cross section data is that we are able to control for 
unobserved heterogeneity (Wooldridge 2002). In addition, all households 
are located in the same labour market, and have been administered the 
same questionnaire: McKenzie, Gibson and Stillman (2010) have argued 
that this can be expected to give more accurate estimates (McKenzie, Gib-
son and Stillman 2010). 

A special follow up tracking survey was undertaken from January to 
March 2013 to obtain additional information on ‘missing’ households – 
households of the original sample of 1999 that were not covered in the 
2011 survey. In particular, the 2013 tracking survey paid attention to 
household splits that may not have been recorded in 2011, and it also 
collected detailed information of households that had permanently mi-
grated. The results of this (re)survey exercise helps us to better understand 
panel attrition between the two waves of 1999 and 2011.  

We were able to trace 707 of the original 891 panel households in 2011. 
After accounting for households which disappeared over time (see table 
6.2 for details), this means a recovery rate of 82 per cent of our original, 
which can be considered fairly high in panel studies (Alderman et al. 
2001).21 Taking into account household splits and the formation of new 
households, a total of 860 households were recorded. Table 6.1 presents 
details of panel households by caste and community.  
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Table 6.1 
Recovery rate for panel households, 1999 to 2011, by caste and community 

Caste/ commu-
nity  

No. of house-
holds in 
1998-9 

Households re-
covered in 

2011 
Recovery rate   

Total 
households 

in 2011 

Upper 251 206 0.82 243 

OBC II 178 133 0.75 161 

OBC I 163 144 0.88 179 

SC+ST 200 155 0.78 196 

Muslim 99 69 0.70 81 

Total 891 707 0.79 860 

Source: Household surveys, 1999 and 2011, Tracking survey, 2013. 

 
It can be seen that the recovery rates were higher than average for 

OBC I and upper castes, and lower than average for muslim and OBC II 
households. At the same time, OBC I, and SC and ST households split at 
a pace higher than average and muslim households split at a pace less than 
the sample average.  

Table 6.2 presents reasons for failure to cover missing households. 
This information was collected using a tracking survey in 2013 to better 
understand panel attrition. It can be seen that about half of the cases 
where households were missed were accidental; due to household mem-
bers not being present in the village at the time of survey, or investigator 
error. Another 13 per cent of these households simply disappeared – due 
to death of all members, or when members joined another household. 
About a fifth of all missing households was attributed to permanent out-
migration; in the panel of 891 households, 38 households had left the 
village. This works out to an annual permanent migration rate of less that 
0.4 per cent from the survey villages, and is quite low. Another 4 house-
holds that otherwise resided in the village had migrated at the time of the 
survey. In about 13 per cent of the cases, a wrong household, or its off-
shoot was matched to the original 1999 household in 2011. Lastly, about 
5 per cent of households could not be traced.  
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Table 6.2 
Reasons for omission of 1999 household in 2011 

  Frequency Percent 

Household, or part of household accidentally omitted in 2011 86 46.7 

Household disappeared due to death of all members 16 8.7 
Household disappeared as remaining members joined another 
household 8 4.3 

Household permanently outmigrated 38 20.7 

Household outmigrated at the time of the survey in 2011 4 2.2 

Household, or part of household surveyed in 2011 is wrong 23 12.5 

Household could not be traced 9 4.9 

Total 184 100 

Source: Household surveys, 1999 and 2011, Tracking survey, 2011. 

 

It is pertinent to note here that a household is not a static unit. This 
point becomes even more important in the context of a study of a longi-
tudinal panel of households. In a period of about 12 years, it is expected 
that some households would have changed in structure and composition. 
In our sample, of the 707 households surveyed in 1999 and in 2011, in 
595 cases, the core household structure remained unaltered, and there was 
no split in the original household. While some members, may have died, 
and others added by birth, the core structure of the household defined by 
the patrilineal male line remained intact. This takes into account addition 
of women by marriage to the household and exclusion of women who 
married out of the household.22 In the remaining 112 households, there 
were 82 cases of the original 1999 household splitting into 2 parts, 20 
cases of the original household splitting into 3, nine cases of four splits 
and one case of five splits was recorded.  

In this chapter, the household is our primary unit of analysis, and we 
examine changes in household income, which is our primary welfare out-
come. But when households split, how can we accurately examine 
changes in its income over time? One way is to aggregate income of split 
households in 2011 to compare that with the original household. While 
this may seem appealing, it may not give us an accurate picture of change 
– split households that may have fared badly would show a different tra-
jectory of change if clubbed together with its offshoot that may have done 
well over time. On the other hand, if we compare changes in income of 
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an ‘unsplit’ household in wave 1 to a split household in wave 2, we may 
underestimate gains in income, or even inaccurately estimate losses, in 
welfare when that might not be the case. Somewhat related, if we attribute 
income gains, only to individuals who earn that money as some studies 
do, that would not be accurate either. It would tend to overstate income 
gains to individuals if it does not take account of transfers (remittances) 
to source households.  

It is important that for precise estimates and their interpretation we 
keep intact the integrity of household as a unit of analysis over time. 
Though the use of panel data is a powerful way to control for unobserved 
effects it has some limitations. For the purpose of our study, given how 
data is collected and organised, and change in household income between 
the two waves is the dependent variable, inclusion of split households in 
our analysis can lead to biased results. Therefore, we limit the economet-
ric analysis to households that did not split over time.23  

Conventional definitions of a household often do not consider long-
term migrants to be its members. Given the circularity of long-term mi-
gration and a key feature that family members of migrants stay behind in 
the village, our surveys capture source households’ connections with ex-
ternal labour markets mediated through migrant workers, and the remit-
tances that they send.24 Migrants mostly move to labour markets which 
offer higher wages. They are able to earn much more than they would in 
the village. Therefore, households with migrants tend to have higher in-
comes than households without migrants in both 1999 and 2011. Remit-
tances are near universal in migrant households and form a considerable 
portion of overall household incomes. If these members are not included 
in the household, it will clearly lead to an underestimation of household 
income. It is pertinent to note here that we only include remittance in-
come, and not full migrant incomes that they earn at destination, as part 
of household income.  

As mentioned in chapter 4, in our surveys the working definition of a 
household is a person or a group of persons who live in the same dwelling 
and eat food from a common kitchen. It also includes persons who are 
away from the village for work or other exigencies, but visited the village 
at least once in the year preceding the survey. This extended definition of 
the household allows us to include ‘migrants’ who share household re-
sources when they are in the village and maintain a rural residence other-
wise.  Some studies often use a cut-off point to define if someone lives in 
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a community or not. In the context of rural Bihar, and perhaps in other 
developing countries too, this can be highly misleading and lead to con-
clusions that rural residents have ‘permanently’ migrated, which may not 
be the case. We have already seen in table 6.2 how low the rate of perma-
nent migration from the study area actually is.  

A limitation of this dataset is that it tracks households only in the 
source areas. Scholars have noted that research limiting itself to only trac-
ing households in original localities, and not at destination misses a crucial 
part of the analysis of mobility (Dercon and Shapiro 2007). However, 
given the geographically static nature of core households in rural Bihar 
and the low rate of permanent migration that is seen in Table 6.2, it is 
reasonable to assume that its effect will be small, if not negligible. 

Another limitation, in the context of this chapter is that welfare 
measures such as consumption or income do not adequately capture well-
being. Since the focus here is on monetary measures of welfare, other 
dimensions are ignored (Dercon and Shapiro 2007). Looking only at in-
come effects may overstate the net gains of migration as it does not take 
into account important costs of migration, such as the health and emo-
tional well-being of migrants and their family members (Deb and Seck 
2009; Beegle et al. 2011).  

Tables 6.3 and 6.4 present select descriptive statistics for the panel of 
707 and 595 households respectively. It can be seen that in about a decade 
there were several changes in the economic situation and context of study 
households. To estimate real changes, income figures of 2011 have been 
deflated using a state-specific price deflator – Consumer Price Index of 
Agricultural Labourers (CPI-AL), General. The results show that average 
real household incomes approximately doubled, and this was accompa-
nied by changes in the structure of income; the share of agricultural in-
come declined while that of both local non-agricultural and remittance 
income increased substantially. There were gains in education, and an in-
crease in the numbers of workers in the household. Not surprisingly, land 
ownership did not change very much.     
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Table 6.3 
Select descriptive statistics, unrestricted panel 

  

  

1999 2011 

Mean Std. Devi-
ation Mean Std. De-

viation 

Annual household income in rupees  24116 29185 45605 58068 
Share of agricultural income to total in-
come  0.53 0.39 0.30 0.29 

Share of non agricultural income to total 
income 0.13 0.27 0.21 0.30 

Share of remittance income to total in-
come  0.25 0.33 0.33 0.34 

Total number of primary workers in hh  1.9 1.2 2.1 1.2 
Years of schooling of most educated hh 
member 6.7 4.7 8.3 3.9 

Total land owned by household  (in acres) 1.30 2.67 1.24 2.85 

Share of non agricultural workers in total 
workers in the village (%) 10.1 2.4 14.5 3.5 

Village migration rate (%) 37.5 16.3 63.1 14.4 

Village literacy rate (%) 50.7 11.1 51.8 10.4 

N  707 707 707 707 

Source: Household surveys, 1999 and 2011. 

 
These changes were reflected in the village economy; there was an in-

crease in the share of non-agricultural workers in the village, as well as a 
massive increase in the incidence of outmigration. At the same time, vil-
lage literacy rates remained relatively unchanged owing to the large num-
ber of illiterate individuals in the older age cohorts. The next section dis-
cusses changes in overall income and share of income accruing to 
different sources over time by household typologies.  
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Table 6.4 
Select descriptive statistics, restricted panel 

 
1999 2011 

Mean Std. Devi-
ation Mean Std. De-

viation 

Annual household income in rupees 22729 28804 47128 60879 
Share of agricultural income to total in-
come  0.52 0.39 0.30 0.29 

Share of non agricultural income to total 
income 0.13 0.28 0.22 0.30 

Share of remittance income to total in-
come  0.24 0.34 0.32 0.34 

Total number of primary workers in hh  1.7 1.1 2.1 1.3 
Years of schooling of most educated hh 
member 6.6 4.7 8.5 3.8 

Total land owned by household  (in acres) 1.28 2.75 1.32 3.03 

Share of non agricultural workers in total 
workers in the village (%) 10.2 2.5 14.6 3.5 

Village migration rate (%) 37.8 16.5 63.3 14.5 

Village literacy rate (%) 50.6 11.0 52.0 10.4 

N  595 595 595 595 

Source: Household surveys, 1999 and 2011. 

6.4 Household typologies, and changes in income 1999-
2011 

This section discusses changes in overall income and share of income ac-
cruing to different sources over time. Four mutually exclusive household 
typologies are used here. First, non-migrant households, are house-
holds that do not have migrant members in either 1999 or 2011. It can be 
seen that income growth in these households between 1999 and 2011 is 
substantially lower than average income growth of all households (tables 
6.5 and 6.6). Second, new migrant households are households that did 
not have migrant members in 1999, but do so in 2011. These households 
experienced fastest growing income among all households. We will see 
later that income from remittances accounts for the high rate of growth 
of income in these households.  
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Table 6.5 
Household typologies – sample size and mean income growth 1999 – 2011, 

unrestricted panel 

Household Type  

Sample size Annual household income in rupees 

Frequency Percent Mean In-
come, 1999 

Mean In-
come, 2011 

Rate of 
growth of in-

come (%) 
(1999-2011) 

Non migrants 186 26.3 23213 40511 75 

New migrants 190 26.9 24348 55311 127 

Erstwhile migrants 55 7.8 28518 45642 60 

Continuing migrants 276 39 23754 42442 79 

Total 707 100 24116 45605 89 

Source: Household surveys, 1999 and 2011. 

 

The third category, erstwhile migrant households are households 
that slipped from migration to non-migration between 1999 and 2011. 
These households experienced the smallest income gains among all 
households. The last category, continuing migrating households are 
those households that have migrants in both 1999 and 2011. The rate of 
growth of income of this household category is marginally lower than that 
of the full sample. Migration appears to have a premium in household 
income growth over time; households with migrants in wave 2 experi-
enced higher income growth than households without migrants in wave 
2. It can be seen in tables 6.5 and 6.6 that these trends are similar in both, 
the full panel (707), as well as that restricted to ‘unsplit’ households (595). 
In the rest of the section, we discuss results of the restricted panel of 595 
households.  
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Table 6.6 
Household typologies – sample size and mean income growth 1999 – 2011, 

restricted panel 

Household Type 

Sample size Annual household income in rupees 

Frequency Percent 
Mean In-

come, 
1999 

Mean In-
come, 
2011 

Rate of 
growth of in-

come (%) 
(1999-2011) 

Non migrants 172 28.9 22585 41234 83 

New migrants 155 26.1 21866 57337 162 

Erstwhile migrants 45 7.6 28298 46544 64 

Continuing migrants 223 37.5 22317 44696 100 

Total 595 100 22729 47128 107 

Source: Household surveys, 1999 and 2011. 

Table 6.7 
Share of total income by sources in panel households – 1999 and 

2011 (%) 

 Source of Income 1999 2011 

1. Net income from agriculture and allied activities 30.8 15.1 

2. Net income from livestock 8.8 7.7 

3. Casual labour in agriculture 8.7 2.5 

4. Attached labour in agriculture 0.9 0.2 

5. Self employment in non-agriculture 8.0 12.0 

6. Wage employment in non-agriculture 10.2 19.2 

7. Govt transfers and casual labour in govt programmes 0.0 5.9 

8. Remittances 21.1 27.2 

9. Other sources 11.5 10.3 

10. Total income 100.0 100.0 

N 595 595 

Source: Household surveys, 1999 and 2011. 
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Table 6.7 presents the change in the share of various sources of in-
come. There have been fundamental changes in the composition of in-
come over time. The share of income from agriculture and allied activities 
halved; there was a marginal decline in net income from livestock; and a 
substantial decline in both casual and attached labour in agriculture. At 
the same time, non-agricultural incomes increased, that of wage employ-
ment increased more, vis-à-vis self-employment. Government transfers, 
which were conspicuous by their absence in 1999 comprised almost 6 per 
cent of overall incomes in panel households in 2011. The share of remit-
tances in total income too increased by about the same rate, owing to the 
substantial increase in migration that occurred in the span of a little more 
than a decade. 

Table 6.8 
Distribution of income for non-migrant households – 1999 and 2011 (%) 

Source of Income 
Share of income (%) 

1999 2011 

1. Net income from agri and allied activities 36.3 22.6 

2. Net income from livestock 10.5 9.5 

3. Casual labour in agriculture 9.4 3.4 

4. Attached labour in agriculture 1.2 0.0 

5. Self employment in non-agriculture 8.4 16.3 

6. Wage employment in non-agriculture 16.2 28.0 

7. Govt transfers and casual labour in govt pro-
grammes 0.0 4.8 

8. Remittances 0.0 0.0 

9. Other sources 18.1 15.4 

10. Total income 100.0 100.0 

N 172 172 

Source: Household surveys, 1999 and 2011. 

 
There were substantial variations in the changing composition of in-

come disaggregated by the four aforementioned household typologies, 
defined by the migrant status of household over time. In non-migrants 
households, the dominant source of income shifted from agriculture to 
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non-agriculture. On the other hand, income from non-agricultural 
sources almost doubled in this period (table 6.8).  

Table 6.9 
Distribution of income for new migrant households – 1999 and 2011 (%) 

Source of Income 
Share of income (%) 

1999 2011 

1. Net income from agriculture and allied 
activities 43.6 16.0 

2. Net income from livestock 11.1 7.9 

3. Casual labour in agriculture 12.7 2.1 

4. Attached labour in agriculture 2.0 0.5 

5. Self employment in non-agriculture 11.2 15.3 

6. Wage employment in non-agriculture 11.8 14.9 

7. Govt transfers and casual labour in govt 
programmes 0.0 6.2 

8. Remittances 0.0 30.3 

9. Other sources 7.6 6.8 

10. Total income 100.0 100.0 

N 155 155 

Source: Household surveys, 1999 and 2011. 

 
In new migrant households, share of income from agriculture de-

clined even steeply between 1999 and 2011 (table 6.9). The decline is 
sharper in the case of casual income from agriculture, compared to self-
employment in agriculture. This may be explained by the reality that when 
households which practice agriculture on own or leased in land experi-
ence migration, some workers/members of the household still stay back 
and work in agriculture. On the other hand, in the case of landless house-
holds, when workers migrate, income from casual labour in agriculture 
automatically ceases, and hence the decline is much more pronounced in 
the latter case. The decline in livestock income is far less so, indicating 
that household members such as women and children who stay behind 
continue to take care of animals. Simultaneously, these households accrue 
income from a new source – remittances. In new migrant households too, 
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it is pertinent to note the shift from agriculture to non-agriculture as the 
most important source of income (table 6.9).  

Table 6.10 
Distribution of income for erstwhile migrant households – 1999 and 2011 

(%) 

Source of Income 
Share of income (%) 

1999 2011 

1. Net income from agriculture and allied activ-
ities 

18.2 10.6 

2. Net income from livestock 7.4 6.3 

3. Casual labour in agriculture 6.5 2.5 

4. Attached labour in agriculture 0.0 0.0 

5. Self employment in non-agriculture 6.3 9.2 

6. Wage employment in non-agriculture 7.1 48.6 

7. Govt transfers and casual labour in govt pro-
grammes 

0.0 9.1 

8. Remittances 47.2 0.0 

9. Other sources 7.5 13.6 

10. Total income 100.0 100.0 

N 45 45 

Source: Household surveys, 1999 and 2011. 

 
What about households that slipped into non-migration? In erstwhile 

migrant households, in 1999, income from remittances was the most 
dominant source of income. It contributed to about half of total income. 
In 2011, the share of remittances fell to zero, and there was a simultane-
ous increase in income from non-agricultural sources (both wage and self 
employment), and it is the most dominant source of income in 2011 (table 
6.10). What is striking is that these households too experienced a decline 
the share of income from agriculture. In other words, the transition in the 
status of the household from migrant to non-migrant does not imply a 
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movement from non-agriculture back to agriculture. Quite to the con-
trary, these households, like others, experience a secular trend in decline 
in agricultural income from both self employment and casual labour. 

Table 6.11 
Distribution of income for continuing migrant households – 1999 and 2011 

(%) 

Source of Income 
Share of income (%) 

1999 2011 

1. Net income from agriculture and allied ac-
tivities 21.1 9.7 

2. Net income from livestock 6.4 6.6 

3. Casual labour in agriculture 6.0 2.1 

4. Attached labour in agriculture 0.2 0.0 

5. Self employment in non-agriculture 5.9 6.5 

6. Wage employment in non-agriculture 5.2 10.5 
7. Govt transfers and casual labour in govt pro-
grammes 0.0 5.8 

8. Remittances 45.2 49.5 

9. Other sources 10.0 9.2 

10. Total income 100.0 100.0 

N 223 223 

Source: Household surveys, 1999 and 2011. 

 
In continuing migrant households, remittances are the dominant 

source of income in both 1999 and 2011. The share of income from ag-
riculture halved over time, reflecting, again, the decline in the importance 
of agriculture in rural Bihar. It can be seen in table 6.11 that income from 
non-agricultural sources increases too, but marginally in these households 
that have an excessive reliance on migrant income that has intensified 
over time. 

The pattern of distribution of income of different categories of house-
holds lend them to the interpretation that there have been far reaching 
changes the rural economy in the short period of about a decade. Agri-
culture is no longer the core of the rural economy; its decline as a way of 
life is evident by a drastic reduction in its share of income. Simultaneously, 
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there has been an expansion in the local non-agricultural sector, but it is 
limited by increasing migration from the state. Rural households have a 
high dependence on remittance income, and this has only intensified over 
time.  

6.5 Descriptive statistics  

This section presents mean differences of key variables of the model used 
in section 6.6. We have seen in section 6.4 that new migrant households 
experienced highest income gains, and non-migrant household the least 
gains in nominal income. It can be seen that the decline in the share of 
agricultural income was significant in all household typologies, but that of 
erstwhile migrants (table 6.10). On the other hand, all households but new 
migrants experienced a significant increase in income from non-agricul-
tural sources. The extent of decline in agriculture becomes striking when 
we see the drastic fall in the proportion of households that derive income 
only from agriculture. In 1999, this figure was already low at 28 per cent; 
by 2011, this declined to less than 2 per cent of all households (10 house-
holds in a sample of 595).25 In the case of the latter, this can be explained 
by a significant increase in the share of income from remittances in 2011. 
It is interesting to note that, over time, income sources diversified for 
rural households. Households reporting any income from agriculture in-
creased from 86 per cent to 87 per cent; from non-agriculture increased 
from 25 per cent to 46 per cent and remittances increased from 43 per 
cent to 58 per cent between 1999 and 2011. 

6.5.1 Variables used in the model  

The number of primary workers in a household increased significantly by 
0.4 between the two waves (total number of household members in-
creased from 5.7 to 7). Years of schooling of the highest educated person 
in the household increased by about 2 years, and the increase was highest 
in the case of new migrant households. Overall, there were no significant 
changes in land ownership between 1999 and 2011, but it is noteworthy 
that landownership declined among the non-migrant households (signif-
icant at 5 per cent).  
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Table 6.12 
Mean difference using paired t-test by household typology: 1999 and 2011 

  2011 1999 Mean difference 

Annual household income in rupees     

Full sample  47128 22729 24399*** 

Non migrants 41234 22585 18649*** 

New migrants 57337 21866 35471*** 

Erstwhile migrants 46544 28298 18246*** 

Continuing migrants  44696 22317 22379*** 
Share of agricultural income to total in-
come  

   

Full sample  0.3 0.52 -0.22*** 

Non migrants 0.45 0.68 -0.24*** 

New migrants 0.29 0.72 -0.43*** 

Erstwhile migrants 0.33 0.35 -0.02 

Continuing migrants  0.19 0.3 -0.11*** 
Share of non agricultural income to total 
income 

   

Full sample  0.22 0.13 0.08*** 

Non migrants 0.36 0.21 0.15*** 

New migrants 0.17 0.18 -0.01 

Erstwhile migrants 0.4 0.1 0.31*** 

Continuing migrants  0.1 0.05 0.04*** 
Share of remittance income to total in-
come 

   

Full sample  0.32 0.24 0.07*** 

Non migrants 0 0 0*** 

New migrants 0.39 0 0.39*** 

Erstwhile migrants 0 0.48 -0.48*** 

Continuing migrants  0.57 0.55 0.02 

Number of primary workers in household    

Full sample  2.1 1.7 0.4*** 

Non migrants 1.6 1.4 0.3*** 

New migrants 2.4 1.7 0.7*** 

Erstwhile migrants 1.7 1.8 -0.2 

Continuing migrants  2.4 2 0.4*** 
Years of schooling of most educated house-
hold member 
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  2011 1999 Mean difference 

Full sample  8.5 6.6 1.9*** 

Non migrants 8.1 6.3 1.8*** 

New migrants 8.2 5.9 2.3*** 

Erstwhile migrants 8.6 8 0.6 

Continuing migrants  8.9 7.1 1.9*** 

Total land owned by household     

Full sample  1.32 1.28 0.04 

Non migrants 1.35 1.58 -0.23** 

New migrants 1.7 1.52 0.18 

Erstwhile migrants 1.3 1.09 0.21 

Continuing migrants  1.04 0.93 0.11 

Village migration rate     

Full sample  63.3 37.8 25.6*** 

Non migrants 57.5 31.4 26.0*** 

New migrants 63.2 35.5 27.8*** 

Erstwhile migrants 58.1 37.3 20.8*** 

Continuing migrants  69 44.3 24.7*** 
Share of non agricultural workers in total 
workers in the village 

   

Full sample  14.6 10.2 4.4*** 

Non migrants 14.8 9.9 4.9*** 

New migrants 14.9 10 4.9*** 

Erstwhile migrants 16.1 10.7 5.4*** 

Continuing migrants  13.8 10.4 3.4*** 

Village literacy rate     

Full sample  52 50.6 1.4*** 

Non migrants 52.8 53.1 -0.4 

New migrants 53.9 51.6 2.4** 

Erstwhile migrants 53.4 51.1 2.3 

Continuing migrants  49.8 47.8 2.0** 

*10 per cent, **5 per cent,  ***1 per cent 

 
While village-level variables such as migration rate and proportion of 

non-agricultural workers changed significantly for the full sample and all 
household typologies between 1999 and 2011, changes in the third village 
variable, village literacy rate were moderate and significant only for new 
migrant and continuing migrant households (at 5 per cent only).  
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6.6 Model  

In the earlier section we tested for mean differences of key variables of 
all four household typologies based on their migrant status in 1999 and 
2011. Now, we use difference-in-differences estimation to examine the 
effect of migration on household income, our outcome of interest.26  

We divide the total households in wave 1 (1999) into two mutually 
exclusive groups on the basis of their migrant status in the last one year. 
Case A comprises all households with no migrant members in 1999, and 
Case B includes all households with at least one migrant member in 1999. 
Figure 1 presents four possible outcomes based on migrant status in wave 
2 (2011), viz., non-migrant households, new migrant households, contin-
uing migrant households and erstwhile migrant households. 

 

Figure 6.1 
Household typologies by migrant status in 1999 and 2011  

 

1999
All households 

(n=595)

Case A
Households with no 

migrant member(s) in 
1999            (n=327)

Non-migrant 
households     

Households with no 
migrant member(s) 

in 2011
Control group (M=0)

(n=172)

New migrant 
households 

Households with  
migrant member(s) 

in 2011
Treatment group 

(M=1)
(n=155)

Case B
Households with 

migrant member(s) in 
1999          (n=268)

Continuing migrant 
households 

Households with 
migrant member(s) in 

2011
Control group (N=0)

(n=223)

Erstwhile migrant 
households 

Households with no 
migrant member(s) 
in 2011 Treatment 

group (N=1)
(n=45)
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6.6.1 Case A 

Case A comprises 327 households that did not have migrant members in 
the base year (1999). In 2011, 172 of these households continued to have 
no migrant members (non-migrant households), while the remaining 155 
households became households with migrant members (new migrant 
households). Our aim is to examine the effect of migration on household 
income. To this end, the former group, i.e. households that continue to 
have no migrant members, is the control group, and the latter, i.e., house-
holds which have migrant member(s) in 2011, the treatment group.  

The empirical specification is:  
 
log Y𝑖𝑖 1999 =  𝛂𝛂1999 +  𝛃𝛃 (𝐇𝐇𝑖𝑖 1999 ) +  𝛄𝛄 (𝐕𝐕𝑖𝑖 1999) + 𝐚𝐚𝑖𝑖 +

 𝐮𝐮𝑖𝑖 1999 …… (1) 
 
log Y𝑖𝑖 2011 =  𝛂𝛂2011 +  𝛃𝛃 (𝐇𝐇𝑖𝑖 2011) +  𝛄𝛄 (𝑽𝑽𝑖𝑖 2011) +  𝛅𝛅𝛅𝛅𝑖𝑖 + 𝐚𝐚𝑖𝑖 +

 𝐮𝐮𝑖𝑖 2011  …… (2) 

 
In the left hand side of the equations (1) and (2), for each year (1999 

and 2011), the dependent variable is the natural log of household income 
(Y) for the i-th household. 

In the right hand side of the equation, α is the intercept in each time 
period, and H is a vector of household-level variables and V is a vector 
of village-level variables, and β and ϒ their corresponding coefficients. 
The household-level time-invariant unobserved effect (fixed effects) is 
denoted by ‘a’, and it is assumed that ‘a’ is correlated with the aforemen-
tioned independent variables. In both the equations, ui t is the time-varying 
error for the i-th household in the t-th time period (t=2; 1999 and 2011).  
In equation (2), an additional variable, M, a dummy variable is introduced.  

Here, Mi = 0, if the household has no migrant member in 2011, and M 

i  = 1, if household has migrant member(s) in 2011.  
 
Subtracting (1) from (2), the difference-in-differences equation is:  
 
log Y𝑖𝑖 2011 − log Y𝑖𝑖 1999 =  α +  β (∆H𝑖𝑖)  +  γ (∆V𝑖𝑖) +  θM𝑖𝑖 + ∆u𝑖𝑖  

… (3) 
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The left hand side of the equation represents the change in log income 
between 1999 and 2011. In the right hand side, ∆H and ∆V give the 
change in the household and village variables between 1999 and 2011. 
The specification controls for household level unobserved heterogeneity 
(household level time-invariant unobserved effects have been ‘differ-
enced’). The change in time-varying error is denoted by ∆u for each i-th 
household. A key assumption is that the change in the time-varying error 
is uncorrelated with the change in the independent variables over time, 
i.e. ∆u i  and ∆H i , and, ∆u i  and ∆V i  are uncorrelated. This is true if ui t  is 
uncorrelated with the vector of independent variables in each time period.  

The coefficient of interest here is θ, which is an estimate of the effect 
of migration on income growth and compares income growth in house-
holds that experienced migration, and households that did not. As shown 
in table 6.13, Model 1 - new migrant households have 46 per cent higher 
income than non-migrating households. When we control for household 
variables, this reduces to 36 per cent, and is significant at 1 per cent level. 
It can be seen that an increase in the number of workers has a positive 
effect on income; an additional worker in the household increases house-
hold income by 20 per cent. Increase in the years of schooling of the 
highest educated member in the household has a small but significant 
positive effect on household income. Change in landownership has no 
significant effect on income. This is perhaps because in a period of ten 
years, a vast majority of households did not experience substantial 
changes in landownership. Specification 3 controls for household and vil-
lage level variables. It can be seen in specification 3 that changes in village-
level variables are not good predictors of changes in household income. 
It is evident, however, in this final specification that new migrant house-
holds experience large and significant income gains over households that 
don’t migrate, which may be attributed to their migration status. An ad-
ditional worker in the household also accounts for significant income 
gains, and increase in the years of schooling of the highest educated mem-
ber in the household has a small but significant positive impact on in-
come.  
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Table 6.13 
Model 1 

 I II III 

DID estimator     

New migrant household  0.460*** 0.358*** 0.375*** 

Household variables     

Number of workers   0.202*** 0.206*** 

Years of schooling of most educated person   0.035** 0.036** 

Landownership  0.007 0.006 

Village variables    

Migration rate (%)   -0.001 

Non agricultural workers (%)   -0.014 

Literacy rate (%)   -0.007 

Constant  1.143*** 1.029*** 1.116*** 

R2  0.052 0.120 0.131 

Adjusted R2 0.049 0.109 0.112 

N 327 327 327 

*10 per cent, **5 per cent,  ***1 per cent 

6.6.2 Case B 

A similar exercise is undertaken for Case B, to estimate the effect of mov-
ing out of migration on change in income. Here, only those households 
that have one or more migrants in the base year (1999) are included. A 
successor household in 2011 takes one of the two forms – it may continue 
to have migrant member(s), or, it may not have any more migrant mem-
ber(s) –household typologies, continuing migrant household and erst-
while migrant households, respectively. In our panel of 268 households 
in case B, 223 households belong to the former category of continuing 
migrant households, where the migrant status of the household remains 
intact can be considered the control group; another 45 households belong 
to the latter group of erstwhile migrant households, where the household 
slips into non-migration, and form the treatment group. Given the small 
sample size of the last category, these estimates are likely to be biased.  

Equations 4 and 5 are similar to equations 1 and 2, respectively, and 
equation 6 is obtained by subtracting equation 4 from equation 5. As in 



529178-L-bw-Datta529178-L-bw-Datta529178-L-bw-Datta529178-L-bw-Datta
Processed on: 18-2-2019Processed on: 18-2-2019Processed on: 18-2-2019Processed on: 18-2-2019 PDF page: 148PDF page: 148PDF page: 148PDF page: 148

128 CHAPTER 6 

 

Model 1, we use difference-in-differences estimation to compare income 
growth of households that slipped into non-migration vis-à-vis income 
growth of those that continued to migrate.  

 

log Y𝑖𝑖 1999 =  𝛂𝛂1999 +  𝛃𝛃 (𝐇𝐇𝑖𝑖 1999 ) +  𝛄𝛄 (𝐕𝐕𝑖𝑖 1999) + 𝐚𝐚𝑖𝑖 +
 𝐮𝐮𝑖𝑖 1999 …… (4) 

 
log Y𝑖𝑖 2011 =  𝛂𝛂2011 +  𝛃𝛃 (𝐇𝐇𝑖𝑖 2011) +  𝛄𝛄 (𝑽𝑽𝑖𝑖 2011) +  𝛅𝛅𝛅𝛅𝑖𝑖 + 𝐚𝐚𝑖𝑖 +

 𝐮𝐮𝑖𝑖 2011  …… (5) 
 
log Y𝑖𝑖 2011 − log Y𝑖𝑖 1999 =  α +  β (∆H𝑖𝑖)  +  γ (∆V𝑖𝑖) +  𝛅𝛅N𝑖𝑖 +  ∆u𝑖𝑖  

… (6) 
 
The coefficient of interest here is 𝛿𝛿, which is an estimate of the effect 

of change in migration status of a household on income. It can be seen 
that erstwhile migrant households have 44 per cent lower income than 
continuing migrant households (significant at 1 per cent). When we con-
trol for household-level variables, as in the earlier regressions, an addi-
tional worker in the household has a significant and positive impact on 
income (table 6.14).  

Table 6.14 
Model 2 

 I II III 

DID estimator     

Erstwhile migrant household  -0.442*** -0.305** -0.279* 

Household variables     

Number of workers   0.159*** 0.162*** 

Years of schooling of most educated person   0.035** 0.033** 

Landownership  -0.004 -0.002 

Village variables    

Migration rate (%)   -0.003 

Non agricultural workers (%)   -0.020 

Literacy rate (%)   0.004 
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 I II III 

Constant  1.321*** 1.190*** 1.331*** 

R2  0.036 0.116 0.128 

Adjusted R2 0.033 0.103 0.105 

N 268 268 268 

*10 per cent, **5 per cent,  ***1 per cent 

 
The final specification controls for village-level variables, and we can 

see that erstwhile migrant households have 28 per cent lower income than 
continuing migrant households, on account of their migration status (sig-
nificant, only at 10 per cent). An additional worker in the households ac-
counts for 16 per cent increase in household income, and increase in a 
year of education of the highest educated member of the household con-
tributes to 3 per cent increase in income. As in the earlier model, village 
level variables do a poor job of explaining changes in household income; 
this is not surprising and conforms to our hypothesis that migration, es-
sentially, is a household-level decision, and household variables best ex-
plain changes in income dependent on migration status.  

6.7 Conclusion  

Together, regression results from models 1 and 2 reveal that changes in 
household migration status have a large and significant impact on house-
hold income. Using a difference-in-differences approach we estimated 
that new migrant households experienced a 38 per increase in income, 
while households that slipped into non-migration experienced a 28 per 
cent decline, controlling for other household and village variables.  

The results also support theories of the new economics of labour mi-
gration. In the context of rural Bihar, it is the household that experiences 
welfare gains (losses), as it moves from non-migration to migration (mi-
gration to non-migration). We have seen in the descriptive statistics that 
remittances are the most dominant income source in two of the four 
household typologies. Remittances are sent to the rural household by mi-
grants who have been migrating for long periods of time, but eventually 
return to the village. It is their eventual return, this circularity of migration 
that conforms with the premise of new economics of labour migration.  
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If the impact of migration of welfare is so clear, why isn’t migration 
even more widespread in rural Bihar? There may be several reasons. Hoff 
and Sen (2005) have argued that that kinship (ties) hold people back in 
the origin areas.27 In a similar vein, separation from families can lead to a 
decreased sense of subjective well-being (this is discussed in chapters 7 
and 8), and may impede migration. In addition, given the ‘male’ nature of 
migration, and its ‘youth’ domination, sex and demographic composition 
of the household largely determines if its member(s) will migrate or not 
(touched upon in chapter 4). Many households may not have these win-
dows of opportunities to exploit.  

Notes
1 The need to distinguish between individual/personal and household/family 
decisions that explain migration has been noted in earlier studies such as Mincer 
(1978).  
2 Goldstein’s classification of outmigratory flows as return, repeat or temporary 
movements is useful to understand types of return migration [Goldstein (1984) 
in Mberu (2005)].  
3 In an empirical study in Indonesia, Hugo (1982) finds that migrants are com-
mitted to bilocality, and have a foot in the village and a foot in the city, with no 
intentions to permanently relocate. 
4 Epstein (1973) in De Haan (1997).  
5 Connell et al. (1976). 
6 Refers to a model of migration where women, children and the elderly stay be-
hind in the village, while the men out-migrate to the city.  
7 De Haan (1997).  
8 De Haan (1999), in a study that engaged with migrant workers from eastern 
Uttar Pradesh and western Bihar in Calcutta, India, finds that migrants main-
tained links with the areas of origin, irrespective of whether they had  ‘seasonal’ 
or ‘permanent’ jobs in the city. They saved and remitted money to their families 
in the villages and eventually returned back to their villages.  
9 In China, in spite of the growing numbers of rural outmigrants to the city, the 
majority remain temporary migrants. The liudong renkou (floating population) 
maintain strong links with their communities through remittances, and eventu-
ally return.  
10 The ICRISAT surveys were undertaken in 6 villages in central India (in the states 
of Andhra Pradesh and Maharashtra) in 1975-84 to study ‘village economies’. The 
household sample was stratified by 4 land holding sizes (small, medium, and large 
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landowners, and landless labourers; 10 in each strata in each village), and, was not 
a representative sample of each village. These villages were revisited in 2001-04; 
186 of the original 214 households remained in the village, of which, 154 were 
surveyed. Subsequent surveys in 2005-06 were able to track most of the original 
households (Badiani 2007). 
11 Palanpur, a village in Moradabad district in Uttar Pradesh was surveyed first 
in 1957-58 and 1963-64 by the Agricultural Economics Research Centre at the 
University of Delhi, with a focus on cooperative initiatives; in 1974-75 by Chris-
topher Bliss and Nicholas Stern, with a focus on the green revolution; and sub-
sequent surveys have been undertaken in 1983-84, 1993, and 2008-10 covering 
all households (100, 143 and 231 in 1957-58, 1983-84 and 2008, respectively) in 
the village, to understand various aspects of the village economy and society 
(Himanshu and Stern 2011).  
12 In the period, 1983 – 1993, in 13 per cent of the households, some members 
had migrated, and in 8 per cent of the households, the entire household migrated 
out of the village. In the period 1993 – 2008, the figures were 28 per cent and 
14 per cent respectively (Mukopadhyay 2011).  
13 It is estimated that being a female migrant increases consumption by 24 per 
cent, while being a male migrant increases consumption by 34 per cent.  
14 In the base year, migrants reported themselves to be considerably richer than 
non-migrants, but report themselves to be considerably poorer in 2005. The au-
thors attribute this to a nostalgia bias, and the fact that the reference group that 
the migrants refer to in 2005 are perhaps outside the village. 
15 Taylor et al (2003), in a study in Hebei and Liaoning provinces in China, find 
that remittances from migration contribute to the rural household’s incomes. 
They estimate that each additional migrant amounts to a remittance of 396 yuans 
for the household. Migration increases household per capita income between 16 
per cent and 43 per cent for those left behind.  
16 Haberfeld et al (1999), in a study in Dungarpur district in Rajasthan, India, 
where seasonal migration is a livelihood and income enhancing strategy, estimate 
that remittances account for 60 per cent of the total household income in mi-
grant households.  
17 Hoang et al (2005), in a comparative study of two villages in the Red River Delta 
region in Vietnam find that remittances contribute to increased incomes and con-
sumption smoothening. 
18 In the case that only a migrant sample is available, a single difference estimator 
can compare post-migration income to pre-migration income and take the aver-
age difference as a mean impact of migration. In the case of a panel that includes 
both migrants and non-migrants, a double difference (difference-in-differences) 
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estimator can directly estimate gains from migration (McKenzie and Sasen 
2007).   
19 Beegle et al (2011), using panel data (1991 – 2004) for Kagera region in Tan-
zania find that the impacts of migrating out of the community are very signifi-
cant. While the mean consumption per capita increased by 38 per cent for the 
full sample of individuals, disaggregating it by mobility patterns revealed striking 
differences; individuals who did not move out of the community, on an average, 
increased their consumption only by 17 per cent, vis-à-vis, those who moved to 
neighbouring communities (37 per cent), elsewhere in Kagera (56 per cent) and 
outside Kagera (161 per cent).  
20 Detailed income data using a one-year recall period was collected in both 1999 
and 2011.  
21 Alderman et al (2001) examine panel attrition in studies based on longitudi-
nal household survey data in developing countries. They find that attrition 
rates in such studies ranged from 1.5 per cent to 23.2 per cent per annum. A 
majority of these studies had a short interval period that ranged from two to 
five years. 
22 Patrilocality is the norm in rural Bihar. Daughters marry outside the house-
hold, and cease to be household members post marriage, while daughters in law 
join the household. The same strategy has been adopted in this paper.  
23 Descriptive statistics of panel (n=595) and non-panel households (n=296) in 
1999 are quite similar (see appendix table 6.1) This suggests that panel attrition 
on account of household splits is not important.  
24 A similar approach is also adopted by recent survey exercises such as the India 
Human Development Survey, where migrants are considered ‘non-resident 
household members’ (Nayyar and Kim 2018).  
25 In 1999, 32 per cent of the sample households derived 90 per cent or more 
income from agriculture. By 2011, such households had reduced to 6 per cent 
of the total sample.  
26 As discussed in section 6.2.1, here, we take the household, and not the indi-
vidual as the unit of analysis, because, the case of rural Bihar suggests that out-
migration is a household strategy, where, some members of the household mi-
grate for work (and send remittances to the household), while others remain in 
the village (Datta et al. 2014; Rodgers et al. 2013). This is in the framework of 
the New Economics of Labour Migration (NELM), where, in the context of 
missing markets, outmigration from the rural areas is an income enhancing, and 
risk sharing livelihood strategy adopted by the household.  
27 Hoff and Sen (2005) argue that ‘collective conservatism’ holds back some 
members of a kin network from economic gains associated with migration.  
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Here, a kin group can take perverse actions to raise the costs of migration for 
individual members and hold them back in the poverty trap. 
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7 Strangers in the City? Young Bihari 
Migrants in Delhi 

 
 

7.1 Introduction 

Earlier chapters in this thesis have drawn on rural surveys, and tracked 
households in the source area of migration. Most studies in India examine 
rural-urban migration, either at source, or at destination.1 These tend to 
be in silos, and there is little empirical research that covers source and 
destination sites to synthesise rural and urban perspectives. In chapters 4, 
5 and 6 too, the perspective of migration was from a rural lens, and one 
of the limitations of this research was that the ‘urban’ picture of rural-
urban migration was missing (Datta 2016a). The expansion of the research 
location to the city was thus of natural consequence for this research pro-
ject. Research undertaken with migrant workers at destination enables me 
to present a more nuanced account of their migration. 

Chapters 7 and 8 are based on qualitative research, and address ques-
tions that emerged from some of the survey results discussed in earlier 
chapters. Chapter 7 takes cue from and is motivated by a strand of emerg-
ing literature that locates everyday realities of migrant workers in the con-
text of a global economy where migrants traverse rural and urban lives and 
livelihoods (Fan 2008; Rigg, Nguyen and Luong 2014). The chapter can 
be located in the larger literature on rural mobilities in Asia that draw at-
tention to the movement away from agriculture and farming in rural areas 
(Croll and Ping 1997; Rigg 2006), and the increasing role of mobility in 
supporting rural households (Rigg 2007). This literature finds that mi-
grants work in exploitative urban conditions so as to maximise returns for 
the left-behind household in the village (Fan 2008). Studies also point to-
wards gendered negotiations and complexities of the ‘left-behind’ in rural-
urban migration (Toyota, Yeoh and Nguyen 2007), particularly in the con-
text of changing livelihoods and spatial arrangements brought about by 
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political and economic pressures and opportunities (Resurreccion and 
Khanh 2007).  

7.2 The data and context  

This chapter is largely based on qualitative research; I draw from detailed 
case study materials, interview recordings, and fieldwork in the city and 
the village with 53 research participants – migrant workers in the city (10), 
their family members in the village (22), and key informants (21). It also 
builds on my previous work in the study village Mahisham that, among 
other things, examined several aspects of out-migration in a rural setting 
(Datta and Gupta 2011; Datta et al. 2014). Research with migrant workers 
at destination enables me to present a more in-depth account of their mi-
gration. Fieldwork with migrant workers was carried out in the National 
Capital Region of Delhi between May and October 2014.2 This was fol-
lowed up by fieldwork with their family members and other key inform-
ants in Mahisham in November 2014. The entry point to the urban mi-
grants was through earlier surveys in their rural households. Participants’ 
consent was sought before the research process was started. Several mod-
ules were developed to conduct semi-structured in-depth interviews with 
research participants.  

India’s capital city of Delhi was selected as a research destination be-
cause the Bihar-Delhi migration circuit is among the densest migration 
circuits in India.3 The village selected was from a sampling frame of 12 
villages which were studied at three points in time earlier (in 1981, 1998-9 
and 2009-11), of which longitudinal household data was available for two 
points in time (1998-9 and 2009-11).4 Mahisham village was selected as it 
had overall high levels of out-migration and was characterised by diverse 
migration experiences. The migrant research participants have been drawn 
from a pool of households on whom comprehensive information is avail-
able from earlier surveys conducted by the Institute for Human Develop-
ment (IHD) in 1998-99 and 2009-11. It is thus possible to locate these 
case studies of rural-urban migrants in the ‘rural’ household’s trajectory 
over time, and read them in conjunction with the existing village data rec-
ords and notes for 1998-99 and 2009-11. These longitudinal and bi-loca-
tional methodological components are particularly useful in constructing 
migration and livelihood histories of individuals and households. They 
also act as important validation tools and supplement the urban migrants’ 
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narratives.5 While no claim is being made for representativeness of mi-
grants and their families at the village or state-level, it may be noted that 
the migrant research participants belong to diverse socio-economic back-
grounds (see appendix table 7.1 for details); they constitute a sub-sample 
of migrants from Mahisham to Delhi, and themes that emerge from this 
migration stream may be relevant for other high migration villages. Crouch 
and McKenzie (2006) highlight the importance of social context in re-
search based on in-depth interviews.  They argue that ‘when employed on 
empirically and theoretically well-trodden ground, interview-based inves-
tigations can, and do, extend their findings from the individual to the 
structural level’ (Crouch and McKenzie 2006: 490). The findings of this 
chapter, based on in-depth interviews with migrant research participants, 
may be interpreted in this framework and spirit of qualitative research.   

Migrants were contacted by phone in Delhi, and if they agreed to be 
interviewed, an appointment was sought.6 All migrants I interviewed 
worked long hours and hardly had any time off. Thus, there were logistical 
difficulties in scheduling interviews and fieldwork stretched between May 
and October 2014. Phone numbers were obtained from key informants in 
the village where the migrant’s family was based. Before the interview, a 
household history sheet was constructed from existing data with details of 
demography, work, income, assets, debts and other details of the migrant 
and his household that had been earlier collected in the source location in 
1998-9, 2009-10 and 2011. Interviews lasted from one to three hours, and 
in some cases, there was a follow-up telephonic interview. Most interviews 
were undertaken at the migrant’s residence, which in some cases was also 
his workplace. All interviews were recorded and I took detailed notes at 
each interview. In addition, in November 2014, I undertook fieldwork in 
Mahisham village, where I conducted semi-structured interviews with rel-
atives, mostly wives, children and parents of migrants I had interviewed in 
Delhi. Furthermore, interviews with key informants of the village were 
undertaken. Together, these offer household, community and village level 
perspectives of migration in the source region and complement the urban 
fieldwork. 

In the next sections, I present the source and destination of the migra-
tion stream under study, and discuss the changing motivations to migrate 
from the village. I then rely on migrant narratives to record their work and 
migration histories to understand, migrants’ work in the city, its location 
in the informal sector with local and global linkages; and, transitions from 
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wage employment to self-employment. The next sections highlight the 
twin role of social networks in accessing labour markets, and perpetuating 
ghettoisation that is closely related to migrants’ isolation from the city. 
Thereafter, the chapter focuses on rural-urban linkages – the intersecting 
community, household and gendered dynamics of this migration, and the 
role of remittances in changing rural consumptions and aspirations. The 
final section offers possibilities of the future of this migration stream. This 
research is an addition to the small number of such studies that exist on 
the region (De Haan 1996; Rogaly et al. 2002). The multi-sited and longi-
tudinal aspects of this work make it possible to present an in-depth ac-
count of a rural-urban migration stream in contemporary India.  

7.3 Migration: source and destination 

7.3.1 The source village: Mahisham 

The source village Mahisham, home to the migrants that I studied in Delhi, 
is a classic case of a remote and underdeveloped village in Madhubani, one 
of Bihar’s 38 districts. Located in northern Bihar, bordering Nepal, 
Madhubani is infamous for its recurring floods, which Mahisham too ex-
periences at frequent intervals.  

In 1981, Mahisham was reported as a ‘typical backward village of north-
east Bihar’, where, ‘...due to excess labour supply, the total volume of em-
ployment available to wage workers (was) low in the village. A good num-
ber of them [about 100 during the lean season] (tried) to get work outside 
the village and in the block headquarters, but not all succeed(ed)’ (Prasad 
et al. 1988). Consequently, in 1981-82, there were temporary migrants in 
24 per cent of the households in Mahisham; they went as far as Punjab 
and Kolkata in search of work. Migration continued to increase, and by 
1999 some 54 per cent of households had a migrant member. By 2011, 
this number increased to 78 per cent and outmigration for work had be-
come a village norm. Migration continues to be male dominated, but there 
is also an increase in female migration over time. A key characteristic of 
migration is the predominance of youth in migration streams; about half 
of all migrants were in the 15-30 years age group.  
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Table 7.1 
Migration pattern from Mahisham, 1999 and 2011 (%) 

  1999 2011 

Households with migrant(s) 54 78 

Males among all migrants  97 83 

Migrants among males (age 15-64) 41 58 

Migrants among females (age 15-64) 1 10 

Workers among male migrants (age 15-64) 98 91 

Students among male migrants (age 15-64) 2 9 

Male migrants migrating for 0-8 months in a year (age 15-
64) 

49 28 

Male migrants migrating for 8+ months in a year (age 15-64) 51 72 

Source: Household schedules, 2011 and 1999.  

Note: Adapted from Table 2 in Datta et al (2014).  

 

Migration from Mahisham needs to be located in developments over 
the last three decades; it emerges from the rural fieldwork that the desti-
nation of a majority of migrants has shifted from rural to urban areas, and 
the duration of migration has lengthened. Earlier modes of rural-rural mi-
gration to northwestern India through intermediaries and contractors to 
work in agriculture have shifted to current rural-urban migration through 
private individual contacts and networks. Progress in communications 
such as easier transport and widespread use of mobile phones has changed 
the character of migration. 

Mahisham is a fairly big village, with 6,293 residents (Census of India 
2011). The total area of the village is 374 hectares and the population den-
sity is 1,682 persons per sq. km.7 The literacy rate of men is 72 per cent, 
and that of women is 42 per cent (Census of India 2011). It is a multi-caste 
village, with Brahmins and Muslims being the dominant communities. 
While about 41 per cent of the households own land, and 50 per cent 
operate land, agriculture in Mahisham is more traditional and less com-
mercial than in other areas in Bihar (Datta et al. 2014). About 60 per cent 
of the net sown area is under multiple crops. There is little diversification; 
paddy and wheat are the main crops grown, and a small area is under lentil 
cultivation.  
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Table 7.2 
Sources of income in Mahisham, 1999 and 2011 (%) 

  1999 2011 

Agriculture and allied activities  11.9 8.4 

Livestock  8.1 4.9 

Casual labour in agriculture  18.1 4.9 

Attached labour in agriculture  2.9 0.4 

Self-employment in non-agriculture  10.2 7.8 

Wage employment in non-agriculture  3.8 27.0 
Government transfers and casual labour in government 
programmes  0.0 4.1 

Remittances 37.7 39.6 

Other sources 7.2 2.7 

Total 100 100 

Source: Household schedules, 2011 and 1999.  

 
It can be seen in table 7.1 that migration significantly increased between 

1999 and 2011. However, there was only a marginal increase in the share 
of remittances in village income (table 7.2). This is because the incremental 
migration between 1999 and 2011 was on account of an increase in mi-
grants from the lower end of the social ladder – among Other Backward 
Class I and Scheduled Caste households. This has led to a shift in the bal-
ance of income in the village. In 1999, households with migrants had 
higher levels of income than households without migrants. By 2011, the 
situation had reversed, and levels of income were higher in households 
without migrants. As migration increased among poorer households, they 
moved away from agricultural labour in the village, and income from cas-
ual labour in agriculture drastically declined between 1999 and 2011. Over-
all, income from agriculture declined by more than half, from 41 per cent 
to 19 per cent of total income. Even in households without migrants, the 
share of agricultural income fell from about one half to one fifth of total 
income. This shift in income away from agriculture has been mostly on 
account of an increase in income from local non-agricultural sources. It is 
thus not surprising that the percentage of male workers reporting a non-
agricultural primary occupation increased. The change was in a similar di-
rection for women, albeit at a slower pace (table 7.3). This is because 
women were not able to exploit non-agricultural work opportunities via 
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migration as men did, and can be attributed to cultural restrictions on their 
mobility. This gendered pattern of migration is important in explaining the 
changing composition of work and income in Mahisham.  

Table 7.3 
Agriculture as a primary occupation (% of workers) 

 1999 2011 

Male workers with agriculture as a primary occupation 48.8 27.4 

Female workers with agriculture as a primary occupation 94.8 65.2 

Source: Household schedules, 1999 and 2011.  

Note: These estimates are for workers in the age 15-64. 

  
Apart from agriculture, the village continues to have limited but diverse 

non-agricultural and caste-based activities.8 In 2011, there were 100 fish-
ermen, 40 barbers, 35 carpenters, 15 priests, 10 domestic workers, 7 mo-
chis,9 7 dais10 and 2 potters. There were other non-agricultural (non-caste 
based) home-based enterprises such as bidi making11 (2), papad making12 
(5) and bori making13 (7). There were 14 grocery shops, two (cycle/ mo-
torcycle, pumpset, radio, TV) repair shops, 6 paan shops14 and 4 tea stalls. 
In addition, there were 2 hawkers, 7 flour mills, 7 rice mills, 5 intermediary 
agents (who help villagers mediate government schemes to access bene-
fits), 4 tailor shops, 15 traders and middlemen (in the business of shop-
keeping and grain purchase), 10 commission agents, 15 money lenders and 
3 Public Distribution System (PDS)15 shops. There were also non-agricul-
tural wage workers in small scale activities outside the village: 25 drivers, 
7 conductors, 25 coolies, 35 rickshaw pullers, 8 salesmen, 30 security 
guards, 10 tutors, 3 lawyers, 6 quack doctors, 180 construction labourers, 
20 masons, 12 plumbers, 10 electricians, 7 welders, 3 garage mechanics, 
80 brick-makers, 5 stone/ soil cutters, 10 poultry workers and 50 power 
loom workers. In addition, 11 males and 11 females worked in regular 
government jobs and 12 males and 2 females worked in regular jobs in the 
private sector.  

While these local non-agricultural enterprises and workers were im-
portant (in 2011, they contributed to about 35 per cent of overall house-
hold income in Mahisham), they were concentrated among very few 
households located at the top of the social and economic hierarchy. The 
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change in the socioeconomic structure suggests that the local non-agricul-
tural sector does not provide adequate opportunities for poorer house-
holds. What sustains a majority of village residents are remittances of mi-
grants who work in distant labour markets, predominantly in urban India. 
Remittances contribute to more than half of total income in households 
with migrants, and migration is a village norm.16 This chapter is concerned 
with one migration circuit, that from Mahisham to a destination, 1,100 km 
northwest, that is, to India’s capital city of Delhi.17 

7.3.2 Destination Delhi 

A city-state and bustling metropolis, with a population close to 20 million, 
Delhi is a hub of trade and commerce, and also the seat of India’s federal 
administration. In 2012-13, Delhi had the highest per capita income 
among all states in India. In recent years, the city has recorded expanding 
employment opportunities and it draws migrants from across the country 
(Delhi Human Development Report 2013). The share of Bihari migrants 
in Delhi has steadily increased, and the main reason for migration is search 
for employment (Census of India 2001; Delhi Human Development Re-
port 2013). From Mahisham, diverse groups of migrants go to Delhi for 
work. A male key informant in Mahisham who is in his fifties tells me, 
‘both, labour type and educated migrants go to Delhi. Delhi is preferred 
because it is close (nazdeek hai)’. 

It emerges from the literature that while migrant labour is attracted to 
the city for economic opportunities and the monetary income that it of-
fers, they struggle to lay a foothold on the physical space in the city. Ur-
banisation in India has been exclusionary as the urban space has become 
increasingly unaffordable, especially for rural migrants, on account of lack 
of basic services and regular slum clearance (Kundu and Saraswati 2012). 
This also explains why men dominate among migrants and so few families 
migrate as a whole. Some decades earlier, until the 1980s, though Delhi 
was not friendly to the rural-urban migrant, it provided them recognition 
of a limited nature; it allowed them to live around places of their work 
(Baviskar 2003). Since the 1990s, there have been a spate of exclusionary 
urbanisation policies; ‘Delhi’s public spaces too have been transformed by 
a number of initiatives around the removal of “others” from the city’ 
(Ahona Datta 2012: 750).  Migrants constitute a category among the ‘oth-
ers’, and this is part of the reason that many migrants are pushed out of 
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the core of Delhi, to its fringes. This otherness, for migrants, often implies 
that they are not considered part of the city’s physical and social fabric.  

7.4 Changing motivations to migrate 

In the 1980s, migration from Mahisham was distress-related – triggered 
by floods and food scarcity in the lean agricultural season. Some migrants 
moved eastward to Kolkata, while others went to northwestern India, 
where the Green Revolution was underway, and there was heavy demand 
for labour, particularly in peak agricultural seasons. It was the poor who 
dominated these migration streams, and they left the village not just in 
search of work, but to be able to feed themselves. In the 1980s, poverty 
was widespread, food scarcity was a norm and skipping of meals a com-
mon practice in Mahisham. In recent years, households have two to three 
meals a day, and food scarcity, even in the lean agricultural seasons, is not 
heard of (Datta et al. 2012).  

Since the early 1980s, income levels have increased manifold, and mi-
gration, undoubtedly, has facilitated transition out of poverty. Migration 
and the motivations to migrate have become more complex. Migration has 
become widespread and it now spans across castes and communities. 
There have been five interrelated developments at the micro- and macro-
level, which help us understand the changing motivations to migrate. The 
first is that the act of migration is now a more conscious and calculated 
decision. It is a norm to go out to be able to earn a higher income and 
send remittances for the sustenance of the rural household. This was not 
always the case earlier, when migration was spontaneous, and many simply 
ran away from home; now, they plan and go. Older migrants who migrated 
several decades ago reported that the main purpose of leaving the village 
was to go out and earn money so as to fend for themselves, and not be a 
burden on their families. These patterns find resonance in Rogaly and 
Coppard’s work in Puruliya district, in Bihar’s neighbouring state of West 
Bengal, where they studied the changing meanings of seasonal migration, 
and succinctly summarised the change over time, ‘they used to go to eat, 
now they go to earn’ (Rogaly and Coppard 2003: 395).  

The second development is that in current times, people migrate be-
cause agriculture alone does not sustain most rural households. Input costs 
have been rising and agricultural surplus has shrunk for most cultivators. 
Mechanisation of agricultural activities has led to higher capital input 



529178-L-bw-Datta529178-L-bw-Datta529178-L-bw-Datta529178-L-bw-Datta
Processed on: 18-2-2019Processed on: 18-2-2019Processed on: 18-2-2019Processed on: 18-2-2019 PDF page: 163PDF page: 163PDF page: 163PDF page: 163

 Strangers in the City? Rural Bihari Migrants in Delhi 143 

costs. It has also led to a steep decline in total man-days of work, and this 
has drastically reduced employment opportunities for labourers in the vil-
lage. In fact, in 2011, only 4 per cent of the households derived their in-
come solely from agricultural activities in Mahisham. This was also the lived 
experience of BM. A 42 year old peasant migrant, BM had worked at a 
carpet factory in Bhadohi in Uttar Pradesh from 1989 to 2004. He was 
able to save money to buy some land in Mahisham, and in 2007, he de-
cided to move back to the village with the intention of practicing full-time 
cultivation. He invested in agricultural inputs: a diesel pumpset, thresher, 
and three buffaloes. However, after five years of working on his family 
farm, he decided to withdraw from cultivation and started migrating again 
as he suffered losses in agriculture. He says:  

It would have been better had I simply bought [grains for consumption] for 
the amount of money I invested in agriculture. There would have been no 
looking after [the farm], no staring at the sky [waiting for the rain], “no ten-
sion”.  

BM feels that it is heartbreaking to work in agriculture (kheti mein dil 
toot jaata hai). Now he prefers to migrate for work.  

It repeatedly emerged from the interviews that economic compulsion 
(majboori) and lack of employment options in the village were the main 
reasons of migration. MI, a cycle cart-puller explained, ‘It is a problem 
that there is no work available in the village; that is why we have to come 
to the city to earn money… If I can get work in Bihar, I will stay there.’ 
This narrative is also found in Sharma’s research of Nepali migrant labour 
in Mumbai, where young able-bodied men felt the responsibility of earn-
ing money regularly and sending it back to the rural household for its 
smooth functioning (Sharma 2008).  

Third, young people, and particularly those who are educated, are dis-
inclined to work in agriculture. JM’s father explained, ‘Those among lower 
castes who are older and uneducated (are forced to) work in agriculture; 
those who are educated, aspire to go to Delhi (jo padh likh gaya, usko Dilli 
dikhta hai)’.18 Indeed, this was the lived experience of eighteen year old 
KM, who belongs to a peasant household, and has been migrating since 
2011 to work in a towel factory in Panipat, in Haryana. KM considers 
agricultural work to be dirty and backbreaking (kaam ganda hai, mushkil hai). 
As has been in other parts of the world (Croll and Ping 1997, for China) 
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and other parts of India (Jodhka 2012 for Haryana, and Anandhi, Jeyaran-
jan and Krishnan 2002 for Tamil Nadu), with increasing levels of educa-
tion, working in agriculture is not desirable. Given that there is little remu-
nerative non-agricultural work in the village and its vicinity, people from 
all social backgrounds aspire to have jobs outside the village and outside 
of agriculture. For lower castes in particular, an escape from work within 
the village is also an escape from the debilitating caste system, which con-
tinues to bear an imprint on social and economic life in the village.19 

Another change has been that earlier migrants predominantly worked 
in the village when work was available, and ventured out when it wasn’t. 
This is a major difference from current migrants from Mahisham (in 
Delhi). Almost all the migrants I interviewed migrate for work for long 
durations. They stay outside the village for almost the entire year and do 
not participate in the village labour market.20 

The fifth significant development has been outside the village. Since 
the 1990s, a time that coincides with the onset of economic reforms in the 
country, there has been a surge in the demand for casual and semi-skilled 
labour in India’s urban centres. In the multivariate analysis of the determi-
nants of migration undertaken in chapter 4, it is found that if an individual 
was young and male, he was far more likely to migrate in 2011 than he was 
in 1999. In other words, the pull factor from cities has become stronger.  

These trends echo in the migrants’ narratives. This is what MJ had to 
say:   

Here [in the city], employment and work are available quickly. This place 
[Delhi] needs workers. In the village, there is less work and more men. If 
there is one job, ten people land up. So a worker’s value is very low. 

7.5 Work in the city 

7.5.1 Informality, norms, local and global linkages  

The nature and conditions of work of migrants I interviewed in Delhi can 
be located in similar research on migrant workers in the Global South (Fan 
2008; Pattenden 2012; Picherit 2012; Rigg 2007). The case studies of mi-
grants suggest some points of commonality, but other points of departure 
from the literature. Consistent with macro–statistics, migrants are gener-
ally absorbed by the informal sectors of the economy (Bhattacharya 1998; 
India Labour and Employment Report 2014), where working conditions 
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are precarious, and there is a near absence of social security. Economic 
activities of most of the migrant research participants can be located in 
Delhi’s urban informal economy that has local and global linkages. There 
is a thriving labour market for semi-skilled and casual workers in the na-
tional capital Delhi and its adjoining regions. Migrants were employed in 
diverse sectors such as textiles, garments (piece-rate work), transport, 
manufacturing, household and small industry, and petty entrepreneurship. 
Most of this work was riding on India’s expanding economy; yet, it re-
mained at its fringes.  

Every sector had its own working rules and norms, but one thing that 
was common among migrants I interviewed was that they were at the low-
est rung of the ladder in each sector. A twelve-hour workday was the norm 
for wage workers, self-employed workers worked longer hours. In the case 
of the former, most worked an eight hour regular shift and put in about 
four hours overtime every day. Migrant wage workers earned a monthly 
salary ranging from 6–9000 rupees per month, and had a day off in a week. 
Apart from this, there was no paid leave, and none of the workers had a 
job contract or any benefits such as provident fund or gratuity. No one 
had any form of social protection such as health insurance, provided either 
by the employer or the state; nor was any worker a member of a labour 
organisation. Most workers earned less than the stipulated minimum 
wages. In all cases, work that migrants did or the conditions in which they 
worked bordered on illegality or were simply illegal. Often workers were 
not aware of this; they were ignorant about their entitlements in an envi-
ronment of lax implementation of labour laws.21 

Work is adequate in a normal sense, but migrants expect extra work; for 
them, eight hour workdays are not enough. They want to do more in order 
to maximise their income. However, this is sometimes not possible as 
there are idle seasons (in some industries such as fan-making which gen-
erally doesn’t offer overtime work in the months from July to December), 
and idle days (in the case of piece-rate work in the garment sector at times 
when there are no orders, or in the lean season in winter). Particularly, in 
this sector, workers have to adjust to fluctuations in work orders. MJ said, 
‘We do not get this work regularly, but as soon as an order comes, we 
work day and night [and complete the order]. Then we sit idle.’22 

Most sectors in which migrants were employed have deep linkages with 
global markets, and migrants were acutely aware of these linkages. This is 
demonstrated in MJ’s words: ‘If the work that I do has to go to Dubai, 
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London, why do I have to do it from Delhi? Why can I not do it from 
Bihar?’ 

7.5.2 Transitions from wage work to self-employment  

The literature points that migrant workers are able to access diverse occu-
pations in the city, and earn a significantly higher income than what is 
possible in the rural areas (Seeborg, Jin and Zhu 2000). While there is some 
evidence of this in the case studies of migrants from Bihar, I do not find 
compelling evidence as Gupta and Mitra (2002) that migrants are able to 
move from low productivity to high productivity sectors, and access better 
paying jobs. On the other hand, in some of the case studies, transitions 
from wage work to self-employment have been striking, accompanied by 
monetary gains, as well as a feeling of pride and achievement. These expe-
riences are further elaborated in chapter 8. Among migrants I interviewed, 
own account workers seemed to have flexibility in their working arrange-
ments, but they tended to have long and erratic hours.  

There was a preference towards own account work to wage work, 
though not everyone was able to start an enterprise or a business of his 
own. All self-employed migrant workers I interviewed had started with 
wage work in the city. Wage work was more prevalent, but it offered little 
upward mobility. On the other hand, transition from wage work to entre-
preneurship required taking risks but had its rewards; own account work-
ers had a sense of accomplishment for having made it on their own. 

Take the case of MI who came to Delhi in 1995 at the age of 15. He 
first worked at a shoelace factory for 6 months. He did not like that work; 
it was dirty work (kaam ganda tha), he says. He decided to rent a cart to 
deliver electronic goods in a busy marketplace. He had no prior experience 
in cycling a goods cart but says, ‘one learns by seeing; I also learnt how to 
ride a cycle by observing people around me’. In January 2014, he finally 
bought his own cart. When asked if he preferred working in the factory or 
being self-employed, he unambiguously replied that he prefers his current 
work (in comparison to his stint at the shoelace factory); it is his own work, 
he finds it good (yeh kaam accha laga; apna kaam hai).  

7.6 Social networks: the paradox of village connections 

‘If there were no village connections, I would still be sitting at Nataraj 
Cinema’, said MG who ran away at the age of 13 and reached a landmark 
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(a cinema hall) that he had heard of in conversations of migrant workers 
when they visited the village. He knew, vaguely, that his fellow-villagers 
lived somewhere in its vicinity.  

In the case of each migrant research participant of this study, the point 
of contact in the city was someone from the village. Not a single person 
came to Delhi without a pre-existing contact in the city. JM, who got a job 
in a travel firm on the reference of a fellow-villager felt, ‘A contact from 
the village is very important, else, how will [we] get work? We won’t even 
be allowed to enter the company.’ 

Social networks were thus very important in gaining information about, 
and access to, labour markets at destination. It is evident that migrants are 
heavily dependent on rural contacts, and not institutional mechanisms – 
state or non-state – to access urban labour markets. Older and experienced 
migrants feel obliged to help their fellow villagers and introduce them to 
potential employers, and this is how new migrants continue to be absorbed 
in the urban labour market.  

MJ explained:  
When a new person comes, the migrant who brings him takes the risk. If I 
bring a new person, I will make up for [lapses in] his work… if someone 
comes, I will make him work… if I get you [from the village, and you don’t 
work], I will not throw you out, I will make you work… [Of the money that 
is earned], I will keep two paisas and give you two paisas… When [a] new 
[migrant] becomes [an] old [migrant], he will bring another new [migrant]… 
just like a train accelerates and picks up speed, this work also accelerates and 
picks up speed… 

My findings are similar to other studies in the literature, which find that 
social networks play a crucial role in facilitating the movement of rural 
workers to the urban labour market. These networks, based on village and 
kinship ties provide information about and linkages to specific jobs at des-
tination, and allow migrants to make a calculated move to the city (Mosse 
et al. 2002; Roberts 2002). At the same time, as more migrants come to 
work in the city through social networks, these networks may themselves 
play a role in further segmentation of the urban labour market, where mi-
grants get pushed into particular jobs, sectors and occupations. A study of 
four Indian cities (one of which was Delhi) also finds that ‘networks re-
duce the probability of upward mobility, as network extension leads to 
excess supplies of labour relative to demand’ (Mitra 2010: 1). There is also 
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some semblance of this in the case studies, where migrants remained con-
centrated in certain types of jobs and occupations for years. When asked 
why they did not consider changing jobs, the most frequent reply was that 
they did not have information about (other) job opportunities, and were 
comfortable in working with their fellow villagers. They did not tread be-
yond familiar areas, and it appears that social networks are then self-per-
petuating; the same networks that facilitated their employment in the city 
perhaps impede their prospects of better work. 

7.7 Urban isolation 

It emerged from migrants’ narratives that they had limited interaction with 
the city. Their energies went into working hard, saving and remitting as 
much as they could to the rural household. Their social lives, separated 
from their families in the village, were marked by loneliness. Migrants had 
few outlets of leisure. On their weekly day off, most slept extra hours. This 
rest was important to be able to get back to another gruelling week of 
work; their schedule comprised working, eating, sleeping and then work-
ing again, and little else. MJ, speaking of an earlier job said, ‘We would 
work all night on Saturdays. Then slept all day in our room on Sunday.  
What is the point of the holiday?’  

There was a clear echo in the voices of the migrants I interviewed, of 
the evidence found in other studies in the literature that migrants face both 
systemic and structural exclusion in their efforts to access basic entitle-
ments and services in the city, such as health, education and housing, 
among others.23 For instance, rural migrants in China do not have access 
to public housing in the city, while those in India cannot access subsidised 
foodgrains. Migrants tend to have a low level of well-being in the city 
(Feng, Zuo and Ruan 2002; Mitra 2010). They are often blamed for the 
city’s problems, such as crime, lack of availability of transport and employ-
ment, among others (Solinger 1999). State policies and the attitudes of 
local residents prevent their integration, and migrants remain ‘invisible res-
idents’ in the city (Roberts 2002: 141). 

All migrants I interviewed stayed in or around their workplace with 
friends, relatives, and fellow villagers. Their social world was constructed 
around a closely-knit circle of kith and kin; it was as if the village was so-
cially reproduced in the urban sprawl where they lived. They rarely ven-
tured out of this domain. New migrants were attracted to places where old 
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migrants were and this in some ways led to a ghettoisation of migrant 
spaces in the city. Ironically, for most migrants, Delhi’s modernity and 
progress were located in its Metro rail and massive flyovers – spaces that 
they themselves rarely frequented.  

7.8 Rural-urban linkages 

7.8.1 Why do migrants allow themselves to be exploited? 

While migrants were able to exploit economic opportunities offered by 
the city, it was evident that they worked in exploitative conditions.24 An 
important question that thus emerged is why do rural migrants continue 
to (let themselves) get exploited in the city? The answer to this may lie in 
the dialectics of the village and the city, in the dialectics of migration itself. 
It is also connected with the motivations of migration, and the circularity 
of migration. All migrants I interviewed had internalised the feeling that 
they don’t belong to the city. For them, the city is only a means of liveli-
hood; what they get from the city is something that goes back to the vil-
lage, so urban income is only a means to a better rural life, not an end in 
itself. It is this rural–urban circulation, and a belief that this circulation will 
eventually culminate in a final return to the village, that continues to mo-
tivate them to work for monetary gains in exploitative conditions and bear 
the ignominy that comes with their urban sojourn.25 

This finds resonance in similar studies in the literature. For instance, 
Rachel Murphy, in her work on rural-urban migration in China, argues that 
it is the ‘economic acceptance’ but ‘social rejection’ of the migrants that 
perhaps explains the circularity of rural-urban migration, and the ultimate 
return of most migrants back to the village (Murphy 2002: 42). Fan (2008) 
finds that, ‘circular migration is no longer just a temporary solution but 
has become a long–term practice of many rural Chinese’, and ‘peasant mi-
grants have… developed mobility and social strategies that help them deal 
with exclusion and discrimination they face in the city’ (Fan 2008: 164).  

This also needs to be read with our earlier discussion that migrants pre-
ferred to live in the village if they had a choice. MM explained, ‘When I go 
to the village, I feel happy. When I come back [to the city] from the village, 
my heart weeps… but I have to come [back to the city]; there is economic 
compulsion…It is only when we come to the city that we can earn.’  
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All migrants I interviewed clearly articulated that they wanted to work 
in the village, albeit, not in agriculture. ‘If there was a factory in the village, 
then why should we stay here?’ asked JV.While peasant and labour mi-
grants may have different reasons for this preference, their migrations are 
closely intertwined with one another. Earlier, agricultural labour was easily 
available in the village. Now peasants are not able to hire labour and com-
plain of the ‘labour problem’, particularly in peak agricultural seasons. BM, 
a migrant peasant lamented that labour humein loot leta hai (‘labourers rob us, 
demand high wages’), ‘..they are no longer subservient, don’t listen and are 
downright hostile’. Labourers are averse to working in the fields of peas-
ants and farmers. In particular, younger labourers want to be disassociated 
with agriculture (and have succeeded in doing so to some extent), for it 
entails supplying their labour to the landed class, and conforming to the 
caste hierarchy in the village. Earlier, social hierarchy in the village was 
directly linked with the economic hierarchy mediated by the caste system.  
Over time, this has changed as workers from Mahisham migrated in large 
numbers, and remittances changed the balance of income in the village. 
So, workers (continue to) resist working in the village, particularly in tra-
ditional occupations such as agriculture. They desire alternative work in 
the village, are willing to do the work that they do in the city in the village, 
but they want to live outside the shadow of domination of the higher 
castes. I would like to argue that migrant labourers practice some sort of 
an ‘economic rejection’, but they want social acceptance in the village. This 
resonates with the findings in Roy (2014); based on ethnographic field-
work in north Bihar, Roy argues that migrants indeed want to live in the 
village, if work that is in the domain of their dignity is available. 

For migrants, ties to the village were very important; no matter how 
long they had stayed in Delhi, they constantly affirmed their rural identity. 
The site of the city presented them with diverse and contradictory experi-
ences. It allowed them to see and experience its modernity and its ano-
nymity, yet at the same time, it made them negotiate an urban economic 
landscape which rested on exploitation and low wages that made possible 
a higher income and aspirations of a better life for them and their families. 
The dialectics of migration presented another paradox. While migration 
was perceived as a symbol of (economic) power in the village, it was its 
antithesis in the city, where migrants live on the margins.26 

Why do migrants expect so little from the city?  Perhaps this is rooted 
in (their perception of) the transience of their own migrations. It is useful 
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to refer to Appadurai’s argument that marginal groups in society (in this 
case, Bihari migrants in Delhi) have a limited ‘capacity to aspire’. Accord-
ing to Appadurai, the capacity to aspire,  

is not evenly distributed in any society... the relatively rich and powerful 
invariably have a more fully developed capacity to aspire… the better off 
you are (in terms of power, dignity, and material resources), the more likely 
you are to be conscious of the links between the more and less immediate 
objects of aspiration… (Appadurai 2004: 68).  
However, while migrants lay low in the city and appeared passive, they 

were actively investing in the education of their children, and undertaking 
house renovation, construction of new houses; some migrants used sur-
plus income to purchase land and invest in agriculture. In short, they were 
working hard to build a better future for themselves and their families by 
regularly returning to and retaining ties with the source village. Take the 
case of JM. In a short time JM paid off debts on two tracts of ancestral 
land. The first was mortgaged when his aunt was married in 1998, and the 
second, when his sister married recently. After these two weddings, his 
family had no land left. In about two years (2013-14), JM was able to re-
lease the family land from mortgage with profits from his business in 
Delhi.  

7.8.2 Household and gender dynamics  

Migrants were deeply aware that they cannot afford to have their families 
in the city. BM said, ‘If my family came here, sukh toh milega, par nuksaan 
hoga (‘I will be happy, but suffer losses’). How will I support them? You 
need to earn at least 20,000 rupees per month to support a family here. It 
is natural to miss your family, but I spend 300 rupees every month to talk 
to them 2-3 times a week. At the same time, most migrants feel that the 
village is a better place to be in than the city. For them, the city is only the 
urban sprawl they live in – congested and cramped. They stayed in con-
stant touch with their families back in the village; and MA’s words echo 
most migrants’ narratives, ‘I remain worried, I have to send money, edu-
cate my children…’ 

The migration stream that we have discussed is highly skewed by sex. 
Its spatiality is mediated by gender; men migrate to the cities and women 
stay back in the village. In our interviews, all migrants felt that women 
should not migrate, and that they should live in the village. For instance, 
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MM said, ‘Why should women come here? What will they do here? Some-
one is needed in the village. If my wife also comes here, who will take care 
of the house in the village?’ Similarly, JM explained, ‘In our house, women 
don’t work; it is considered bad (bura maana jaata hai). It is not allowed. 
They are allowed only in schools, banks and government jobs – that’s it’. 
Such attitudes of disdain and disapproval by male migrants towards 
women who move and work are also noted by Prasad-Aleyamma (2009).  

This strong disinclination of men towards female work and mobility 
can be located in patriarchal norms, and one of its key ramifications is that 
the family remains geographically dispersed. De Haan (1997) has argued 
that continuous circular migration is a consequence of rural family strate-
gies; kinship relations and marriage opportunities draw labour migrants 
back to their communities time and again. Thus, migration as a strategy 
can be attributed to not just economic reasons, but also to social and cul-
tural reasons, and kinship and family ties in the source areas perpetuate 
the circularity of migration. 

7.8.3 Consumption, aspirations and dowry  

Remittances from migrant income, apart from meeting subsistence needs, 
have led to increased cash flows in the village and made possible the con-
sumption of a wide array of goods and services which were earlier beyond 
the reach of many families. Many households own gadgets ranging from 
mobile phones to motorcycles. While incomes have increased, aspirations 
have increased significantly. Future economic prospects of households de-
pend not only on current incomes, but also on assets, and on the debt 
situation of households. An analysis of income data of 1999 and 2011 of 
the case study households reveal that household economic trajectories are 
constrained by debt; in 2011, households that were indebted in 1999 per-
formed worse than households that were not. Loans were taken for two 
main reasons: for marriage of female members of the family and to meet 
health expenses of a sick household member. By 2011, all the households 
had either taken one or the other kind of loan, and some had taken both. 
It is also noteworthy that loans are taken from moneylenders, landlords or 
relatives in the village. None of the migrants I interviewed reported a loan 
in the city. ‘Who will give us a loan here (in Delhi)’, asks MA. 

Expenses on both health and marriages have substantially increased. 
Dowry in particular is a relatively recent phenomenon among lower castes. 
So, even if households and migrants are doing relatively well, these two 
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lifecycle events, apart from other idiosyncratic shocks, could push them 
back. Take the case of MA. Already in debt due to his wife’s recent sur-
gery, he is worried about the marriage of his daughter. He laments, ‘Dowry 
has become most rampant; we have to ask people for money, take loan, 
maybe even sell our house. (No matter what), we have to give money 
(dowry), else there can be no marriage.’ 

Income from migration becomes crucial not just for everyday eco-
nomic sustenance of families in the village, but also future life–cycle 
events. For instance, when I asked BM when he would return to the vil-
lage for good, he whispers that he can afford such a luxury only when his 
sons are settled and daughter married; ‘it is necessary to live here until I 
marry my daughter off’ (jab tak ladki ki shaadi nahin kar lenge tab tak pardes 
mein rehna anivarya hai), is his reply.  

7.9 The future, and summing up 

MJ says, 
‘I am unable to understand whether I should be here or there. I just keep 
on working. If there is work, I will keep working. If there is no work, I will 
see… Sooner or later I will have to go back to the village.’ 

Most migrants I interviewed were ambivalent about their future. 
Across the income spectrum, they reiterated that they would rather work 
in the village; incomes are much higher in the city, but so are expenses. 
Village life with their near and dear ones is preferred; the village is home.  

These migrants were first generation migrants to the city. Their migra-
tion is marked by two distinct characteristics – first that they send back a 
fair proportion of their income27 and most of the surplus they generate 
back to the village; second, that their families remain in the village. Unless 
there is shift in the aforementioned conditions, it is likely migrants would 
continue to straddle rural and urban spaces, and migration, including its 
circularity, will continue. However, the story of second-generation mi-
grants may well be different. Aspirations for a better life mean that mi-
grants are heavily investing in their children’s education, and there are 
cases of some children studying in the city. This has spatial implications; 
if they are able to gain a firm foothold in the city, it will have ramifications 
on the nature of rural mobility from Bihar. But this transition is unlikely 
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in the near future. Such a transition is conditional upon the nature of ur-
banisation in Delhi, and local and urban development in Bihar.28 Mahi-
sham’s migration experiences are likely to follow a trajectory of continuity, 
with marginal change in the near future. At the same time, as more and 
more people migrate from rural areas and migration experiences span 
from one generation to the next, with increasing capacities to aspire, for 
how long this migration can continue to be circular remains an open ques-
tion. 

This chapter has studied a stream of rural-urban migrants from eastern 
India to the country’s national capital. Based on fieldwork in the city, sup-
plemented by fieldwork in the village, the study finds that migration has 
become widespread, motivations to migrate have become more complex, 
and migration is powerfully shaped by intersecting community, household 
and gender dynamics. Rural-urban migration has become an important 
livelihood strategy in the context of decline of agriculture and lack of em-
ployment opportunities in the village, combined with an increase in de-
mand for casual labour in the city. The chapter finds that migrants work 
in diverse sectors in the city’s urban economy, and their work has local 
and global linkages. Own account employment is valued by migrants, and 
preferred over wage employment. Access to the latter is contingent upon 
social networks – a closely-knit circle of kith and kin from the village en-
sconced in the city. At the same time, the same social networks that facil-
itate entry and employment in the city may impede prospects of better 
work. Migrants remain isolated from the social fabric of the city. They 
work hard, and have few outlets of leisure. In this model of long-term 
male-dominated circular migration, separation from the family has be-
come the norm, a way of life for millions of rural-urban migrants and their 
household members. While migrants had spent much of their lives in city, 
they affirm their rural identity, and eventually see themselves returning to 
the village where their families are located. The study argues that it is in 
this context of disassociation from and disaffect with the city, that mi-
grants allow themselves to get economically exploited in order to sustain 
rural material conditions that have become structurally dependent on ur-
ban remittances.  

Notes
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1 Pattenden (2012) and Picherit (2012) are notable exceptions that study rural-ur-
ban migration at both source and destination.  
2 From an earlier survey in 2009-10, I found that 43 sample migrants from Mahi-
sham were in Delhi. With the help of my research assistant, I got in touch with 
their families in the village and sought their contact information. I was able to es-
tablish contact with 14 migrants, of which 10 agreed to be interviewed. 
3 The net rural to urban inter-state migration from Bihar to Delhi between 2001 
and 2011 is estimated to be the second largest such movement of migrants in the 
country (Indian Institute for Human Settlements 2012). The highest net rural to 
urban inter-state migration stream is from the more populous state of Uttar Pra-
desh to Delhi.  
4 See IHD (2004) and Rodgers et al (2013) for details.  
5 De Haan (1996), in his work on migrant workers in Kolkata has highlighted that 
the views of migrant workers in destination may well be different if studied from 
the rural side.  
6 Ownership and usage of mobile phones has spread among households with mi-
grants enabling them to keep in touch. In 2009, 82 per cent of households with 
migrants in Mahisham owned mobile phones.  
7 This is higher than the population density of Bihar as a whole (1102 persons per 
square km, and much higher than that of all-India (382 persons per square km).  
8 The information in this paragraph is from a village schedule that collected detailed 
community-level information on wages, occupation, availability and use of facili-
ties, functioning of key government programmes, village organisations, conflict, 
migration, prices, village events, and the functioning of local political organisations.  
9 Cobbler.  
10 Traditional midwife.   
11 Tobacco wrapped in tendu leaves.  
12 Thin wafers made of lentils and sundried. 
13  Chunks made of sundried lentil paste. 
14 A shop where betel leaves with condiments and tobacco products are sold.  
15 The PDS is a government programme through which basic foodgrains and com-
modities such as wheat, rice, sugar and kerosene are supplied at a subsidised rate.  
16 Among many source households, dependence on remittances is acute. One re-
search participant, MM’s wife stated as a matter of fact, ‘when money comes (via 
remittance) every month, I am able to make ends meet; when there is no remit-
tance, we go to the Brahmin (to borrow)’; (maheene mein paisa aata hai toh ghar chalta 
hai; paisa nahin aata toh brahman ke paas jaate hain). 
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17 29 per cent of Mahisham’s migrant households send workers to Delhi. This is 
followed by Punjab at 24 per cent and Maharashtra at 15 per cent. Other states 
where migrants go include Uttar Pradesh (9 per cent), Haryana (5 per cent), Andhra 
Pradesh (5 per cent), West Bengal (4 per cent) and Gujarat (3 per cent). Source: 
IHD Household Schedule, 2009-10. 
18 Interestingly, he observed that, ‘those who work outside (migrants) are of no use 
to the village. (They) give money, construct houses, but will not work in the farm’ 
(Pardes jo log khat raha hai woh gaon ke kaam nahin aate. Paisa de raha hai, ghar bana raha 
hai, par khet mein nahin kaam karenge). 
19 In a similar vein, Picherit’s research in Karnataka, India shows that for those at 
the bottom of the social hierarchy, rural-urban migration has transformed labour 
relations and contributed to social mobility in the village (Picherit 2012).  
20 This is the predominant mode of migration from Bihar [see Rodgers et al (2013) 
for details]. At the same time, in some communities and other sending areas, sea-
sonal migration may the more dominant stream (Rodgers and Rodgers 2011; Roy 
2014).  
21 The Inter-State Migrant Workmen Act, 1979 mandates not only minimum wages 
to migrant workers, but equal wages as local labourers, suitable residential accom-
modation and free medical facilities, and many other things which migrants I in-
terviewed had never heard of. 
22 Migrants in the piece–rate garment sector work and live together. Work is organ-
ised collectively in the sense that when an order comes, it is shared among the 
workers. When work (available) is more, they do more, when it is less, everyone 
does less. Being organised in a group enables them to procure (more) orders. It 
also minimises individual risks.  
23 The Indian state has a long checklist of identity documents (which have few 
benefits), but the document in itself is important for it gives identity to a subject of 
the state. They include the individual Voter ID card issued by the Election Com-
mission of India, household Ration Card to access food entitlements from the 
PDS, and the latest – the Aadhar Card – a 12 digit individual identification number 
issued by the Unique Identification Authority of India on behalf of the Govern-
ment of India to all residents in India. These documents are also considered a mi-
grant’s residence proof and are necessary to access basic services such as opening 
a bank account, getting a telephone connection, etc. Six of the ten migrant research 
participants had official identity cards of both the city and the village. This shows 
that a multi-locational life also needed them to have multiple ‘official’ identities, so 
that they could traverse the city and the village. For identity documents linked to 
the village are not valid in the city and those of the city don’t work in the village, as 
policymakers construct the village and the city as binary entities. This point is par-
ticularly important as it begs for a system of identification which is portable so that 
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migrants are not harassed when they access services in the city. Moreover, several 
self-employed migrants I interviewed had spent considerable amount of money in 
bribes in procuring these documents to set up their small businesses.   
24 Other studies also note this. For instance, in the case of Mumbai, Mukherjee et 
al (2011) have highlighted that the transience associated with rural-urban migrants 
allow for their easy exploitation. Pattenden (2012) finds that labour circulation con-
tributes to upward socioeconomic mobility of labouring rural Madigas, despite 
them working in hostile and exploitative urban conditions in Bangalore.  
25 To paraphrase an old adage of Joan Robinson, given their circumstances, mi-
grants choose to be exploited by capital, rather than not be exploited at all (Robin-
son 1962: 46). 
26 MM, when asked if migrants have a higher status and command more respect 
than non-migrants in the village said, ‘Yes, migration does bring respect (in the 
village). Par dus din ki izzat hai (the respect lasts only 10 days)’, indicating a transience 
associated with higher status (and income) of a migrant, given that migration is 
circular and most migrants eventually return to the village.  
27 Nine of the 10 research participants regularly sent remittances. On an average, 
these amounted to about 40 per cent of their total income. 
28 Recent studies have pointed towards an intensification of exclusionary urbanisa-
tion policies. For details, see Kundu (2009) and Kundu and Saraswati (2012, 2016). 
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8 
Pride and Shame? 
Young People’s Experiences of Rural-
Urban Migration1 

 
 

8.1 Introduction 

This chapter explores complex emotional experiences of young male rural 
migrants in the city of Delhi, India. It uses a subset of data used in Chapter 
7, and largely relies on migrant narratives of two research participants. The 
chapter speaks to the emerging scholarship on the emotional geographies 
of migration that prioritise young people’s perspectives. This is in a con-
text of rapid economic growth in contemporary India that has been ac-
companied by increased rural–urban migration of its young people. The 
eastern Indian state of Bihar is an important source region of this migra-
tion particularly in North India. It has witnessed an unprecedented out-
flow of young males, predominantly to work in distant urban destinations 
across the country (Indian Institute of Public Administration 2010; Rodg-
ers et al. 2013). At the same time, women, children and the elderly tend to 
stay behind in rural areas, leading to multi-locational households with ge-
ographically dispersed members. Thus, for millions of young migrants, 
separation from family members has become a way of life and this is sim-
ilar to other young people’s life courses across Asia (see, for example, Asis 
2006; Cortes 2015 in Philippines; Naafs 2018 in Indonesia). These new 
mobilities have brought about fundamental changes in rural lives and live-
lihoods in India.  

There is growing research on internal migration in India, but most of 
this is limited to its economic aspects. The social costs of migration, the 
affective experiences of migrants and those left behind, and children and 
young people’s lived experiences remain largely missing. Based on multi-
sited fieldwork described in the previous chapter, this chapter contributes 
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to emerging scholarship on the emotional geographies of migration 
(Svašek 2010; Boccagni and Baldassar 2015).  

The state, market and family mediate young people’s migration in con-
temporary India. These institutions have varied social and cultural con-
structions of the youth. India’s National Youth Policy frames young peo-
ple as playing a ‘crucial role in the progress and development of the nation’ 
(GOI 2014: 81).2  Indeed, young rural migrants participate in, and contrib-
ute to, a rapidly growing economy that centres around urban India. Since 
the 1990s, a time that coincides with the onset of state-led economic re-
forms, there has been a surge in demand for casual and semi-skilled labour 
in India’s urban centres. The state and market present opportunities that 
enable migration of young people for this work. They do so, for example, 
by prioritising workers with limited family ties, so they can work long and 
hard without the burden of family. Limited education qualifications for jobs 
also encourage early school leaving with little consequence, particularly in 
rural areas. At the same time, they present conditions of work that are 
often harsh and exploitative. Young men, guided by family responsibility 
– a sense of filial piety and duty often choose to work in exploitative and 
ignominious urban conditions to improve material conditions of their ru-
ral households. However, migration decisions are not solely individual de-
cisions; elders in the household play an important role in decisions related 
to the migration of its members. Young men practice family obedience 
and are expected to conform to family decisions related to its livelihood 
security and diversification. We can see that a young man’s employment 
life course, thus, is a product of both his own desires and his family’s as-
pirations of him.  

In this chapter I largely draw on family case studies and migrant narra-
tives of two young male migrants from a village in Bihar, who migrate to 
the same urban destination, the city of Delhi. I rely heavily on young peo-
ple’s lived experiences and their own perceptions of migration as I map 
their emotional negotiations as migrants in the city. I also contextualise 
young people’s experiences by presenting data from fieldwork with their 
family members in the village. As mentioned in Chapter 7, the family case 
studies have a longitudinal element; they are drawn from households of 
which rich information is available from earlier surveys undertaken in 
1998–1999 and 2009–2011. This allows a multi-locational and multi-gen-
erational perspective on the family dynamics of migration, and offers in-
sights in the microcosm of migratory processes in India.  
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The chapter is organised as follows: I begin by presenting the context 
of internal migration in India, and the case of Bihar – the source site of 
the migration stream presented in the study. I engage with recent literature 
on emotions in young people’s migration, focusing on gendered and fa-
milial emotions of migration, as well as young people’s own aspirations 
and anxieties as experienced in both the city and in their rural village. 
Thereafter, I discuss research methods used for this study. Using family 
case studies and embedded narratives of young migrant workers, I show 
that one’s own independent employment (apna kaam) is deeply valued in 
migrants’ subjectivities, but it comes at the cost of purposeful social isola-
tion. By focusing on young people’s emotions I am able to disentangle the 
dissonance between migrants’ economic success in Delhi, and their social 
rejection of the city. I then reflect upon the research process, and present 
an account of the emotions and affective dilemmas I encountered as a 
young female researcher whilst undertaking fieldwork with young men and 
their families in urban and rural sites. I conclude by making a case for the 
incorporation of emotions for a more comprehensive and nuanced analy-
sis of young people’s migration in academic and policy discourses. 

8.2 Internal migration in India and the case of Bihar  

The migration stream studied in this chapter is internal migration, i.e. it is 
within India; yet, as in many parts of Asia, this stream is embedded in a 
global paradigm that has witnessed increases in migration of children and 
young people in the backdrop of economic liberalisation and neoliberal 
policies (Editorial 2015: 255). Just as unskilled or low-skilled workers in 
the transnational migration regime in many parts of Asia are not permitted 
to bring along family members and are expected to return to their home 
countries/communities when their labour is no longer needed (Hoang et 
al. 2015: 273), the economic compulsions of many rural–urban migrants 
in India are such that most simply cannot afford to bring their families to 
the cities. Moreover, the migration terrain of most rural-to-urban migra-
tion in India is filled with emotional pulls by family to eventually return to 
the village. Thus, while there is no state or legal restriction on internal 
migration in India, the political economy of rural–urban migration and the 
exclusionary nature of ubranisation (Kundu and Saraswati 2012) leads to 
a protracted separation from family. This makes the normative act of mi-
gration a highly emotive event for both migrants and their family mem-
bers. 
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At the same time, labour migration from rural to urban areas has neg-
ative connotations in policy circles that attribute such migration to the 
failure of rural development, and views migrants as passive victims. As 
discussed in chapter 3, in the state’s development discourse, young peo-
ple’s migration tends to be associated with increasing crime at urban des-
tinations and degradation of urban habitat, while in the source regions, it 
is linked with agrarian crises and decline of the rural (GOI: 2013). Overall, 
in both source and destination, policy preoccupations are predominantly 
related to structural issues, and migrants’ own subjectivities3 remain strik-
ingly unexplored. 

The focal point of this research is Mahisham, a remote village located 
in Madhubani district, in the north-eastern Indian state of Bihar. Mahi-
sham is a multi-caste village where Brahmins and Muslims are dominant. 
Brahmins are one of the upper castes in Bihar, while Muslims are much 
lower in the ascribed social hierarchy. Migration, however, offers signifi-
cant upward mobility for communities at the unfavourable end of the so-
cial spectrum.  

Mahisham has always been a ‘high migration’ village (Datta et al. 2014). 
In 1999, 54 per cent of families had migrant members. By 2011, this in-
creased to 78 per cent, and outmigration for work has become a village 
norm. A key characteristic of migration is the predominance of youth in 
migration streams; about half of all male migrants were in the 15–30 years 
age group. Given its magnitude, rural–urban youth migration is not just 
an example of one’s life course in rural India, it is the life course pattern 
that is now structurally embedded in a deagrarianising economy and soci-
ety. At the same time, while migration has become longer-term,4 it remains 
circular; most migrants leave in their adolescent years, and eventually re-
turn to the village after spending their working lives in the city. Migrants 
remain emotionally connected to and invested in their families in the vil-
lage through communication by mobile phones, which have become ubiq-
uitous, as well as regular visits and remittances. Family discourses of obli-
gation and return to home also represent emotional ties crafted from 
childhood to retain a sense of belonging to the rural.  

The Indian capital of Delhi is a popular destination of migration for 
workers from Mahisham. A metropolis with a population close to 20 mil-
lion, Delhi has experienced rapid growth and development, and offers 
work and livelihood opportunities for migrants in the secondary and ter-
tiary sectors of its economy (GOI 2008). 
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8.3 Emotions in young people’s migration 

Research in migration studies is largely devoid of emotions and affective 
realities of the migration process. However, there is now an emerging 
strand of literature that focuses on emotions to provide ‘an important cor-
rective and critique’ of the dominance of economistic paradigms (Boc-
cagni and Baldassar 2015: 74). Herein, this chapter contributes to recent 
scholarship on gendered and familial emotions in migration (Raffaetà 
2015; Vermot 2015). The intersecting institutions of patriarchy and the 
market govern household division of labour; who does what is embedded 
in notions of masculinity and femininity, and in turn leads to the gendered 
nature of migration. At the level of the family, filial piety and duty are 
crucial in understanding the emotions of migration in rural Bihar. What I 
aim to capture is the construction of a good son who migrates to the big 
city for work, and does so to take care of his family. This requires an im-
mense amount of emotional negotiation for young men. This negotiation 
is usually articulated through their relationship with parents and elders in 
the rural village as a provider, but also as a boy who will come back to the 
village eventually, and guide his own son to migrate at the appropriate 
time.  

By focusing on young people’s perspectives, this chapter makes a con-
tribution within migration studies where children and young people’s 
voices have largely been missing (Dobson 2009: 356), although more re-
cent work in the area are filling in gaps in knowledge about young people’s 
experiences (Punch 2007; Beazley 2015; Hoang, Lam, Yeoh and Graham 
2015). More specifically, it contributes to scholarship on young people’s 
aspirations – an important turn in migration studies of late. It emerges 
from this research that boys are managing their own desire for success and 
communal aspirations of income sharing, but also a return home. Young 
people grow up with so much pressure to achieve both individual and 
communal aspirations as they witness material benefits from remittances, 
and associate migration with prestige and status. These new cultures of 
migration mean that children are socialised early on into actively desiring 
migrant identities (Beazley 2015: 302). 

Closely intertwined with aspirations is anxiety. Young migrants carry 
the burden of not just family expectations, but also their own expectations. 
Discourses of masculinity and normative male breadwinner expectations 
are further entwined in young people’s conception of self, and lead to 
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heightened emotions and anxieties. Related to this, a dominant theme in 
migration literature is how children and young people are ‘sources of anx-
iety for adults’ (Dobson 2009: 357). However, it emerges from this re-
search that adults too can cause anxiety in children and young people, par-
ticularly in the context of multi-locational households. In a study of 
schooling of left-behind children in China, Murphy (2014: 29) finds that 
the labour of children in schools and the labour of parents in cities are 
intertwined; both children and parents carry out obligation towards each 
other, while coping with emotional difficulties on account of protracted 
physical separation. I show how the intersecting anxieties and aspirations 
related to education that emerge from the research site where superior 
educational outcomes are viewed as a pathway for higher incomes and a 
better life. 

Migratory experiences pave way for what Gidwani and Sivaramakrish-
nan (2003) refer to as ‘rural cosmopolitanism’ (2003: 239). While transna-
tional migration dominates the migration studies literature in themes of 
modernity and cosmopolitanism, Gidwani and Sivaramakrishnan (2003) 
argue that cosmopolitanism operates at various scales. Through the case 
of a circular migrant, they argue that ‘cosmopolitan is a person who dis-
rupts conventional spatial divisions and produces newly salient spaces of 
work, pleasure, habitation and politics’ (2003: 339). Within the context of 
this research, these may be manifested in newly acquired Western clothes 
and mannerisms, or a sense of confidence that comes from the adventure 
of migratory experiences, of traversing the world outside of the village 
(Datta 2016a: 398). I show how this pride and confidence as male bread-
winners sustains male youth’s commitment to employment in the city, es-
pecially in the face of crippling loneliness and urban disconnection. 

8.4 Method 

As mentioned earlier, this chapter uses a subset of the data used in Chapter 
7. I draw from detailed case study materials, migrant narratives and semi-
structured interviews, and observations based on fieldwork in the city and 
the village with two young migrant workers, MG, 29 years and JM, 23 
years, and their family members, respectively.5  MG’s age makes him at 
the cusp of ‘youth’ as per India’s National Youth Policy. Importantly in 
the construction of youth in rural Bihar is the imperative of a good boy to 
work to take care of his family, and thus migration to urban India for work 
is a cultural marker of the youth period. MG first migrated to Delhi when 
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he was a child and traversed wage work for more than a decade, before 
successfully establishing a business. JM, migrated in his late teenage years 
as his family experienced relative economic decline like many smaller land-
owning Brahmin families in Mahisham, gradually selling off their land and 
increasingly relying on non-agricultural income from outside the village, 
leading to divergence between the status (caste) hierarchy and the eco-
nomic hierarchy in the village. In this context, JM’s migration is to be seen 
as not just to make ends meet, but also to maintain the status hierarchy of 
his household in the village. MG’s migration, on the other hand, is not 
determined by community status, but is in response to lack of employment 
options at source and appropriate labour demand at destination. A key 
ramification of MG’s migration is a clear upward economic mobility of his 
rural household. 

The use of case study and narrative methods value young people’s own 
perceptions of their migration. These subjective experiences are critical in 
the study of emotions. Migrant narratives focus on childhood memories 
of migrants’ journeys of migration; motivations to migrate; feelings about 
work and life in the city; connections with family members in the village; 
and, aspirations for the future. In interviews with family members, partic-
ipants focus on what meanings mothers, fathers, wives and children attach 
to the primary research participant’s migration, and mechanisms they 
adopt to deal with prolonged separation that comes with this migration. 

The two case studies and embedded migrant narratives present migra-
tion trajectories of members of two dominant social groups in the village 
– Brahmins and Muslims. MG belongs to the latter – a socioeconomically 
deprived community where the average age of first migration is low. MG’s 
migration as a young child came at the cost of his education, and his age 
made him particularly vulnerable in hostile urban conditions. JM’s migra-
tion, on the other hand, was a calculated decision taken at an older age. 
Thus, despite the poor economic status of his family, JM’s upper caste 
privilege enabled him not only to migrate at a mature age, but also to defer 
his migration. As part of youth life cycle, MG’s narrative points that there 
are appropriate ages to migrate, and not. These are tied to a combination 
of factors that include education of individuals and the economic condi-
tion of their households. In other words, timing in the youth cycle, and 
the emotional maturity to migrate, are important determinants of the re-
turns of migration. This also echoes in MG’s mother’s narrative where 
there is a sense of guilt – that it was beyond her control her son could not 
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study, and had to leave at a young age. In MG’s narrative, there is also a 
clear shifting of hopes and aspirations towards his children.6 By tracing 
MG and JM’s journeys from the village to the city as a child and youth, 
respectively, I elaborate upon how they negotiate their way through the 
city, and, slowly and steadily establish their identity at work through hard 
work and determination. At the same time, the case studies show how they 
are desperately lonely, and emotionally disconnected from the city. Both 
MG and JM are the primary earners of their multi-generational house-
holds, and their urban incomes are the backbone of their rural households. 
While their family members take pride in their accomplishments, they la-
ment about the pain entailed by prolonged separation, and remain resigned 
to being part of a household divided by time and space – an everyday 
reality lived by millions of rural households with migrants in the city. 

8.5 Case studies 

8.5.1 MG 

When I first came to Delhi, I was only 13 years old. 
I had told my parents a couple of times that I did not want to study 

further. As our financial situation was not good, I wanted to run away, 
migrate. I asked my father for some money to go to Delhi, but he said that 
there was no need to go anywhere. However, I did not listen to him, and 
along with a friend, I ran away from home. I had the mind of a child and 
did not understand the consequences of my actions, for which I am still 
suffering.  

My friend and I took the train to Delhi, and reached Nataraj Cinema – 
a landmark we knew from migrants’ conversations in the village. A fellow-
villager helped us find work in a factory. The work was hard. In the begin-
ning, some days were bad some days were good. Yet, I remained tensed; I 
terribly missed my mother – I used to hug the wall and cry. Now, living 
away from the village – living in Delhi – has become a habit.  

After working in the city for a year and a half, my friend and I finally 
went home (to the village). When it was time to go back to Delhi, it felt 
dreadful. Upon our return, we started working in another factory, and 
thereafter I changed several jobs. I was running after money; it was my 
ambition to earn as much as possible, and I was willing to do any kind of 
work. In 2005, my younger brother arrived from the village to Delhi, and 
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soon, all of my four brothers were in the city. I had told each one of them 
not to come. It is my fault that they are all here. Had I been wise, none of 
them would have gone astray and followed me; they could have stayed 
back in the village. Had we migrated later in our lives, when we would 
have been more educated, it would have been good. But we were able to 
do nothing of that sort – we ran away and came to the city when we were 
children.  

There is a time to migrate (to come to the city). I came earlier. I lost 
out. But I cannot let my children lose. They have to study hard and suc-
ceed. I am devoted to (provide for) my children’s education. I will spend 
whatever I have to spend, I don’t want any leisure, any pleasure, I am 
willing to sacrifice and work hard for my children’s education.  

Education is very important; it has several benefits. First, you gain 
knowledge, and your understanding of the world changes. Second, a 
higher education helps you earn more. In a business like mine, you under-
stand how much money is coming and going; it enables you to keep ac-
counts. I dropped out in class 7. For all practical purposes, I am unedu-
cated; you may as well call me a fool. Had I passed my matriculation 
examination, I could have had the chance to work in a Company. Now 
there is no such option. I am neither here nor there; I am stuck.  

I run a water trolley business with the help of my brothers and some 
relatives. I have 7 water trolleys across the city on contract from the Mu-
nicipality. The water season in Delhi peaks in summer and lasts 5–6 
months. Together, two relatives and us five brothers manage a trolley each 
and sell water at designated points in West Delhi. I fill water in all the 
trolleys from 4 to 6 am, and we are out on the road all day selling water. 
This is our routine every day. There is no holiday, no free time to play or 
roam around.  

But this work is better than wage work. This is my own work (apna 
kaam). I have freedom in this work. I work according to my own will, and 
not to the whim of some employer.  

In the past, our family has worked on other people’s farms to survive. 
Our economic condition is much better now. We have leased in some land 
for agriculture, and more recently, I have bought some land. Though I 
have taken loans for this, unlike earlier, these loans are an investment for 
a better future. We (the brothers) spend 2–3 months in the village every 
year. There is no work. One person is enough to tend to our small farm.  
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I don’t like Delhi. The people here have no manners, no respect for us. 
Have you heard the language they use with their mothers and sisters? I 
shudder at the thought. I wouldn’t want my wife and children to come 
here. Should my wife wish to work, she should remain in the village, where 
there is work in agriculture. The environment in the city is topsy-turvy 
(ulta-pulta); working in a factory here means that she would have to work 
with male strangers. I wouldn’t approve of that. When a man comes to the 
city, he is driven by compulsion, desperation and helplessness (majboori). 
He comes when he finds no work in the village. But what can a person 
with majboori do? If there was work like this in the village, even if it paid 
less, I would prefer to stay there. My parents are in the village, as is my 
wife, my children. Every time I leave the village, I cry. If I had a choice, 
forget about coming to Delhi, I would not even like to see the face of the 
city.  

In the village, I meet MG’s family. His parents live with three daugh-
ters-in-law and seven grandchildren. MG’s father has never migrated for 
work. He cultivates wheat and paddy in leased in land and tends to live-
stock. He used to work as an agricultural labour earlier; not anymore. Back 
in those days when MG had left for the first time, ‘there were a lot of 
difficulties. Wages were very low, work was limited. We ate only one meal 
a day. Things are alright now. We eat well, and wear good clothes’, says 
MG’s father.  

MG’s mother too works in the family’s leased in farm. She also takes 
care of the house and cares for grandchildren. She has visited Delhi twice. 
‘I did not like Delhi, I felt suffocated there, she tells me of her time in 
Delhi. But what will my sons do? They have to stay there. If they don’t 
earn, what will they (we) eat?’ She talks to MG everyday. She laments that 
he could not study. ‘At that time, our economic condition was very bad. 
He had to migrate’.  

I also meet MG’s brother who lives in the city, and is visiting the village. 
While away, he speaks to his wife and children everyday and feels that ‘it 
is better for the children to be in the village. When everyone lives together 
in the village, we don’t have to worry in the city; there is no tension’. 
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8.5.2 JM 

In 2006, I passed my intermediate examinations in the village. I wanted to 
come to Delhi for higher education, but my family didn’t have the re-
sources to send me. As I belonged to a farmer’s (kisan) family, lack of 
money was my biggest hurdle. I was forced to remain in the village for 
another two years. I started out late, it took me a while to establish myself.  

I came to Delhi with a fellow-villager who helped me get a job as a data 
entry operator in a travel firm. A few months into the job, money started 
trickling in, and I enrolled in a distance education bachelor’s degree. I at-
tended tuition during the day, worked at night, and slept in between when 
I found time. I purposefully chose to work in the night shift, so that I 
could study during the day. The initial years in the city were difficult; I 
remitted to my family whatever remained of my earnings after deducting 
expenses related to rent, education, and food.  

After I graduated, I was promoted at work, and my salary increased 
significantly. My new role enabled me to travel extensively across the 
country – a novel experience that I enjoyed very much. At the same time, 
I realised that a salaried job would not take me far; to move ahead in life, 
I decided to start my own business.7 I was confident of my business idea 
as it was related to the transport sector, where I had learnt the tricks of 
the trade.  

In January 2013, I quit my job, invested all my savings, and registered 
my company, Koshi Cargo Services that provides movers and packers, and 
local and international cargo services. While there were some initial hur-
dles, it is necessary to take risks to be successful in life (risk lene se life banta 
hai). Today, I have two laptops and have hired two staff members. My day 
begins by checking orders online, preparing quotations, negotiating deals, 
and executing orders. I am immersed my work. I have long hours, and no 
holidays. Yet, this is better than salaried work because this is apna kaam. 
The more I nurture it, the better it will do. This is good (yeh accha hai), but 
it is a lot of work (par kaam bahut hai).  

I earn well. I have improved the economic condition of my family in 
the village by freeing a plot of land which was mortgaged long ago, con-
tributing to my sister’s wedding expenses, and financing house renovation. 
Yes, my business is doing well. But, I was forced to learn it all due to 
majboori. I was able to start a business because of my passion. I have no 
plans of staying in the city. Life is very busy here; people do not have time 
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for one another. Delhi is a foreign land (pardes); it feels alien (paraya). Once 
I have earned some more money, I will return to the village.  

We are Brahmins, landlords. Despite having everything (rank status, 
land), we have nothing. There is majboori; we are forced to migrate to earn 
money. It feels awful to leave one’s own village to work in a faraway, paraya 
land. When I first left the village, I was scared. I was habitual of travelling 
in a bullock cart; the express train to Delhi felt surreal, frightening. The 
journey to the city is pathetic; the trains are overcrowded, and migrants 
are herded like cattle.  

Every young person there (in the village, in Bihar) thinks I (they) have 
to go to Delhi, to Punjab. There are no opportunities in the village; we 
have no option but to come to the city. By god’s grace, no one should 
have to leave the village. Migration is very bad – it is the worst kind of hell. 
It is terrible to be (a migrant) in the city. The person who experiences this 
understands its (my) suffering. In retrospect, the first 17–18 years of my 
life that I spent in the village – I consider them to be the golden time of my 
life.  

JM’s parents live in the village in a mud hut with thatched roof. There 
is no toilet or regular electricity connection. There is a flat screen television 
and gas stove that have been recently acquired through remittances sent 
by JM. JM’s mother has never been to Delhi. She rarely ventures out of 
her home; restricted mobility of women in the upper castes is a norm in 
the village, and purdah is prevalent in the Brahmin community.  

Her domestic duties keep her busy. ‘I never get free from work at 
home, how can I go’ she asks. Of course, ‘I feel like meeting my son, but 
I cannot imagine leaving home’, she says. She laments that ‘every mother 
wants her child to stay with her. But it is important (for him) to earn, else, 
how will we eat?’ JM visits the village several times in a year. ‘When he 
comes home, I am overjoyed; when he leaves, I weep.’ She says that it 
takes her a while to get back to normal after JM leaves each time. ‘JM is 
better off in Delhi, she whispers. There are many facilities, there are ad-
vantages, there is development (vikas).’  

JM’s father is a peasant who cultivates on his own, and also hires in 
labour. Together, on 1.5 acres of own land and 0.6 acres of leased in land, 
he grows vegetables, paddy, wheat and lentils. He is passionate about 
farming, and proud of his vegetable farm that requires intensive work. He 
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tells me that earnings from agriculture help him make ends meet but re-
mittances are necessary to sustain the household.  

The father and son are in constant touch over mobile phone to discuss 
matters related to their work and home. When I ask him where he would 
prefer his son to stay, in Delhi, or in the village, he replies, ‘there is no 
development here; no proper water or electricity. In Delhi, the facilities 
are good. For now, it is good for him to be there … (But) I would want 
him to be by my side when I grow older, especially in times of need. If he 
is close to me then, I would be in peace’. 

8.6 Apna kaam, and the emotions of migration 

It emerges from migrant narratives that apna kaam is critical in the identity 
formation of male youth migrants to the city. Independent working is 
deeply integral to emotions of pride, and feelings of success. It is driven 
by majboori, but sustained through pride, passion and confidence. These 
emotions drive young people to work hard and cultivate relationships to 
build their businesses, and such emotional strength is key to being a good 
boy. But in prioritising apna kaam, young people purposefully develop little 
emotional connection to the city. We see in both MG and JM’s narratives 
that the community aspiration of return migration is grafted onto young 
men’s own aspirations. Boys must return to the village as men. To work 
in a place with little emotional connection, however, takes an incredible 
amount of determination. We see both participants use normative and 
gendered discourses to affirm their emotional resolve. Thus the city be-
comes a bad place – where women go out to work and have high levels of 
mobility. Male youth migration allows their women to be protected and 
remain in the village. Male youth migration keeps children in the village to 
learn the right values and be disciplined. Thus one’s emotions of migration 
are intertwined with a sense of gendered and cultural responsibility, and 
hinges on return to the rural village. These are calculated steps to keep 
them emotionally connected to the village, and emotionally distant from 
the city.  

Another way male youth withhold from forming longitudinal connec-
tions with the city is through denying certain forms of emotional pleasure. 
I have discussed in chapter 7 that rural migrants remain isolated in the 
Delhi. Their energies are concentrated in working long hours so as to be 
able to maximise their income, and send remittances to support their rural 
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families, about whom they remain anxious and often, worried. There is 
little time or scope for leisure – a game of cricket, a visit to the cinema, a 
trip to the mall – all these are mostly shunned. The simple idea of having 
fun is not engaged with; this is purposeful to the process of emotional wall 
building, and to not get emotionally attached to a place where young peo-
ple cannot stay because of communal aspirations of circular migration. 
Young migrant men do this type of emotional wall building day in and day 
out, in order to make their eventual return to the village easier. It is ex-
hausting emotional labour which characterises youth migration in many 
rural–urban scenarios in India.  

8.6.1 Pride and shame in pardes  

In JM’s narrative, there emerges a clear paradox of success in his profes-
sional life as a migrant, yet unsettledness about his place in the city. While 
he values his accomplishments in Delhi, he is wary of what it may hold for 
him in future. His calculated emotional disconnect from the city needs to 
be located in his worldview, where he perceives urban mores to be a threat 
to his rural values and way of life in the village – one that he is both nos-
talgic about, and proud of. This simultaneous pride in one’s work, yet 
shame, isolation and rejection in social and cultural life in the city echoes 
in MG’s narrative too. MG craves respect that the hostile urban environ-
ment does not offer.  

In the initial years, young people struggle to make sense of the disso-
nance between success in their economic lives and shame and a desire to 
retreat to the village in their social and cultural lives. An insertion of emo-
tions to the analysis contributes to the understanding of the paradox of 
why despite economic success in the city, migrants prefer the village. Young 
rural migrants are acutely aware of their second-grade urban citizenship 
magnified by their inability to bring their families and settle in the city. 
Their migration encounters are embedded in macro processes of exclu-
sionary urbanisation that in turn play a role in their social isolation and 
shame in pardes.  

8.7 Fieldwork, and emotions of doing research  

The voices of male youth showcase how migration represents purposeful 
emotional labour; but emotional labour also occurs in the research when 
the lens is shifted to the researcher. This section responds to Gaskell 
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(2008) and Punch’s (2012) call for an acknowledgment of researcher emo-
tions as a ‘vital part of the youth research process’ (2008: 169) as ‘emo-
tional, practical and personal challenges of fieldwork remain complex and 
often unresolved yet … still relatively rarely discussed in methodological 
accounts’ (2012: 86–87).  

Having been part of a long-term study in the source area, I realised 
doing fieldwork in rural areas was qualitatively different from that in urban 
areas. As someone who had previously done fieldwork in a rural setting, I 
was struck by the challenges of urban fieldwork. In the village, tracing and 
finding the research participant is rarely a problem. Everyone knows eve-
ryone, and familiarity generally tends to breed trust. It is a context where 
research participants are at home, they are insiders and the researcher is an 
outsider. On the other hand, in the city, migrants consider themselves as 
outsiders, and I as an urban female educated researcher with high mobility, 
was an insider. Male youth kept to their work, routine, and each other. As 
a researcher, it was frustrating for me that in spite of all my village con-
nections, it took such a long time to establish contact and build a rapport 
with the participants in the city before I could conduct interviews with 
them. I learnt that trust was such an important issue in the urban context, 
something that I totally took for granted in the village. That migrants were 
very busy, often working 12 hours every day, made it difficult to schedule 
interviews, sometimes for weeks together. To the contrary, rural partici-
pants of the study were accessible, available, and the slow pace of rural life 
provided an atmosphere conducive to observing, interviewing, probing, 
and conducting research – something that I had taken for granted.  

As a resident of the same city where the migrants worked, I was con-
stantly and consciously aware of how little they knew of the city where 
they lived, and how limited their engagement with the city was. Being a 
second-generation migrant in the same city made me reflect upon my po-
sitionality, and how different my family’s migration experiences were com-
pared to theirs. It made me deeply aware of my own class privilege and 
positionality, and often made me feel uncomfortable.  

My familiarity with the research participants’ rural lives constantly 
brought the village in our conversations. While they shared their feelings 
of pride related to their village life, I could sense their shame about their 
poor living conditions in the city. That I had access to their rural and urban 
lives, their pride and shame created both trust, and some discomfort. In the 
city, their work conditions were poor, and they lived in cramped spaces. 
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Young men were preoccupied in their work, and tended to remain un-
kempt and wore shabby clothes. However, their actions when they visit 
the village offer a contrasting picture. It is evident that they make an effort 
on their appearances – they are cleanly shaven, and dressed up in their best 
(western) clothes and accessories when they visit the village. This image 
of a city person that the migrant projects of himself in the village is a pow-
erful message he sends about the success of his urban sojourn. In this, he 
conceals some of the realities of his harsh city life.  

My previous training as a social worker made me hardy as a fieldworker, 
and I was comfortable with the physical demands of fieldwork – walking 
long distances, being out in the sun all day, having to do without a toilet 
at times. However, I was acutely aware of how the participants were not 
directly benefiting from my research. As a social worker earlier, my con-
tributions to the community were tangible; as a researcher, this was not 
the case and this knowledge made me feel incredibly guilty.  

I had interviewed migrants at one site, and their family members at 
another. At times, this led to a situation where I learnt of intimate details 
that family members had kept from one another. For instance, in MG’s 
case, his father confidently told me that since he was the head of the 
household, all remittances were sent to him. However, I did know through 
conversations with MG and his wife that he remitted money to her sepa-
rately to meet her personal consumption. Similarly, in JM’s case, his par-
ents told me that after his marriage, his wife would be expected to live in 
the village. JM had confided in me that he wanted her to move to the city, 
and had even made arrangements towards her accommodation. As a re-
searcher, as much as I was curious to know more about these arrange-
ments, and wanted to probe further, I decided to be empathic to the con-
text, remain silent to respect the trust of participants for more ethically 
sensitive research. This analysis of my own emotional negotiations in the 
field helps me to better understand young men’s own emotional complex-
ities with their work, as we both participate in a delicate management of 
doing emotional work as neoliberal subjects in a globalising India.   

8.8 Conclusion  

This research, based on multi-sited and mutli-generational fieldwork 
demonstrates that young people work actively towards fulfilling the desires 
of their own lives, while balancing the aspirations of their family. Young 
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migrant men work towards their career goals, and negotiate a balance ful-
filling their needs and desires, while following the social norm of deference 
to family elders.8 

In this chapter, I highlight the dialectics of young people’s migration 
encounter in the city, where they simultaneously traverse emotions of pride 
and shame. Young migrants value apna kaam and are proud of their strug-
gles and accomplishments related to establishing their work in the city. At 
the same time, they experience loneliness, as well as social rejection and 
shame in hostile urban conditions. The insertion of emotions in the anal-
ysis of migration helps in disentangling the aforementioned dissonance 
between the economic lives and social and cultural lives of young migrants in the 
city. Through the family case studies and migrant narratives presented in 
this chapter, I hope to have demonstrated that turning to emotions allows 
for a more nuanced and comprehensive analysis of migration, and thus 
made a case for the inclusion of emotions in academic discourses on mi-
gration. Lastly, I wish to highlight that the subjective experiences of young 
migrants and views of their family members of their migration are differ-
ent from perspectives of the market and state on migration. In particular, 
the dominance of economic discourses in migration policymaking have 
the danger of overstating the importance of income in migrant welfare and 
negating migrant experiences and subjectivities – a critical component of 
well-being. Given that most policies related to migration are primarily con-
cerned with migrant safety and well-being, an incorporation of emotions 
is imperative in addressing questions related to how best to improve the 
lives of migrants – the supposed beneficiaries of these policies. 
 

Notes 
1 A version of this chapter has been published: Pride and Shame in the City: 
Young People’s Experiences of Rural–Urban Migration in India, Children's Geog-
raphies, 16(6), 654-665. 
2 Persons in the age 15–29 years are included in the definition of youth in India’s 
National Youth Policy, 2014. At the same time, it is acknowledged that ‘youth is a 
more fluid category than a fixed age-group’ (GOI 2014: 9). One of the objectives 
of this lofty national development project is to ‘create a productive workforce that 
can make a sustainable contribution to India’s economic development’ (2014: 20). 
It is noteworthy that this policy categorises migrants among ‘youth at risk and mar-
ginalised youth who require special attention’ (2014: 66). This clichéd label holds 
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little ground the case of Bihari migrants in Delhi, who tend to have better economic 
and social indicators, and in particular, a higher income compared to residents (In-
stitute for Human Development 2013). 
3 Subjectivities here refer to migrants’ own experiences, ideas and attitudes. 
4 Migration from Mahisham is predominantly to distant labour markets across ur-
ban India. Earlier streams of short-term migration to agricultural work in rural 
northwestern India have declined. 
5 Please see appendix table 7.1 for socioeconomic characteristics and work histories 
of MG and JM. 
6 This is also seen in the transnational migration literature, for instance, in Raffaetà’s 
work on Ecuadorian immigrants in Italy (2015: 120). 
7 ‘Had I not been educated, I wouldn’t have been able to start my own business’, 
JM asserted. 
8 The context is cultural here. This behaviour can be located in Asia’s entrenched 
reverence of family values and cultural traditions, which are principally concerned 
with maintaining family and social harmony rather than endorsing individualism 
(Ennew, n.d. in Editorial 2015: 259). 
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9 Conclusion 

 
 
This thesis studied rural-urban migration from Bihar, India.  
Drawing on long-term research on social and economic changes in ru-

ral Bihar, the thesis first presented a source area perspective on the deter-
minants of migration, followed by an analysis of the sources of rural in-
come in 2011, its changes between 1999 and 2011, and finally assessed the 
impacts of migration. The empirical evidence presented in chapter 4, 
based on longitudinal data collected in 1998 and 2011, points towards 
changing determinants of individual-level migration. Individual factors 
such as age, sex and marital status have become more important in ex-
plaining migration over time. At the same time, there is a change in the 
pattern of migration by class. In particular, the increased propensity to 
migrate in the agricultural labour class may be seen as a response to in-
creasing demand for casual labour in urban India. Migration from rural 
Bihar continues to be dominated by individuals at the lower end of the 
social and economic order but there is also some evidence of positive-
selection in 2011. Unlike 1998, highly educated individuals and those be-
longing to upper castes are more likely to migrate in 2011. There is also an 
increased propensity to migrate among cultivating castes. This points to-
wards an occupational diversification of households belonging to these 
castes as an outcome of migration. On the whole, the chapter suggests 
that migration from rural Bihar had become more differentiated by edu-
cation and caste, and there seemed to be some shift towards pull factors, 
though push factors continued to remain important.  

The source area perspective of migration illustrated a picture of increas-
ing outmigration for work from rural Bihar. Chapter 5 showed that there 
have been major changes in the pattern of migration as well as the com-
position of income between 1999 and 2011. The decline of agricultural 
income, and the simultaneous increase in non-farm and remittance in-
comes pointed towards livelihood diversification in rural areas. Income 
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from remittances rose in importance, particularly for those at the lower 
end of the social and economic hierarchy as rural migrants participated in 
distant urban labour markets, and became increasingly delinked from vil-
lage production. However, migration remained male and youth-domi-
nated.1 Most migrants eventually returned to the village to retire, and per-
manent migration, of the kind that entailed relocation of the entire 
household from the village to the city was very limited. Thus, in the con-
text of this research, migration emerges as a source area household liveli-
hood strategy, and the empirical complexity of migration in this thesis 
does not support dual sector migration and development models that sug-
gest a linear transition of labour from rural to urban areas.  

Chapter 6 examined the effects of migration. Using household panel 
data, it found that between 1999 and 2011, households that moved from 
non-migration to migration (migration to non-migration) experienced 
large and significant income gains (losses). The empirical evidence, how-
ever, also shows that many migrant workers do not desire to migrate leav-
ing their families behind in the village. Why is this so? Despite large in-
come gains from migration, why may rural residents not wish to migrate 
for work? Chapters 7 and 8, based on qualitative research in the city and 
the village, integrated source and destination area perspectives, and at-
tempted to address this somewhat perplexing question. Chapter 7 under-
scores migrants’ subjectivities and presented an account of migration in 
the context of rural change and growing linkages of rural labour with ur-
ban labour markets. It emerged that the motivations to migrate are com-
plex, and have changed over time in a context of the changing village and 
city.2 Rural migrants respond to the thriving demand for labour in urban 
centres, against the backdrop of significant structural changes with de-in-
dustrialisation in larger cities and the shift towards the tertiary sector 
(Bhowmick et al. 2011).  The chapter finds that migrants work in diverse 
sectors in the city’s urban economy, and their work has local and global 
linkages. Access to employment is contingent upon social networks – a 
closely-knit circle of kith and kin from the village ensconced in the city. 
At the same time, the same social networks that facilitate entry and em-
ployment in the city may impede prospects of better work. It emerged 
from this research that migrants work in exploitative conditions in order 
to sustain rural material conditions that have become structurally depend-
ent on urban remittances. While migrants’ work is embedded in the urban 
economy, they remain socially isolated in urban areas. Despite having 
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spent much of their lives in the city, male migrants eventually see them-
selves returning to their families in the village. This model of long-term 
circular migration is a fundamental feature of rural-urban migration in 
contemporary India.  

Chapter 8 then explored complex emotional experiences of young male 
rural migrants to better understand their migration in the city. Using family 
case studies and embedded narratives of young migrant workers, it showed 
that one’s own independent employment (apna kaam) is deeply valued in 
migrants’ subjectivities, but it comes at the cost of purposeful social isola-
tion. By focusing on young people’s emotions, it is possible to disentangle 
the dissonance between migrants’ economic success in Delhi, and their 
social rejection of the city. The latter, in turn, explains why many migrants 
don’t wish to live in the city, and would rather live in the village if appro-
priate employment opportunities were available there.  

The aforementioned empirical findings are in a historical and national 
context where rural-urban migration has contributed to the state’s devel-
opment project in India. As discussed in chapter 3, rural migrants have 
been part of the industrial workforce in the early years of industrialisation, 
the agricultural workforce in the Green Revolution belt, and the construc-
tion and services sectors that underwent a rapid expansion in the post-
liberalisation period. Yet, state discourses on development have a ‘seden-
tary bias’ – development policies are aimed at people achieving a better 
quality of life at ‘home’, suggesting that rural people should remain in rural 
areas (Bakewell 2008). Thus, labour migration from rural to urban areas 
has negative connotations in the state’s development discourse. For in-
stance, rural development programmes such as Mahatma Gandhi National 
Employment Guarantee Act (MGNREGA) and Providing Urban Amen-
ities to Rural Areas (PURA) aim to keep rural people in rural areas (GOI 
2013). In such a context, outmigration from rural areas is thus typically 
attributed to the failure of rural development policy. In addition, the rural 
and urban tend to be mutually exclusive in the state’s imagination and pol-
icy. For instance, the ministries of rural and urban development have pol-
icies and programmes that are conceived and executed in silos. This rural-
urban dialectic and the vertical and horizontal segmentation of state actors 
contributes to contradictory state narratives, and ultimately leads to the 
absence of a coherent discourse on rural-urban migration. As a conse-
quence, there is no single ministry that deals with labour migration, and 
there is no official migration policy in India. This absence contributes to a 
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policy vacuum on a wide range of issues such as poor conditions of work 
of migrant workers, their lack of access to social security schemes, and 
inability to claim rights guaranteed by the Constitution and laws on ac-
count of the migrant-native divide (Abbas 2016). 

Yet, migration is a central part of processes of social change every-
where; it should be analysed, not primarily as a cause or result of social 
transformation, but as an integral part of it (Castles 2017). Indeed, as In-
dian villages are increasingly integrated into national production systems 
and labour markets (Datta et al. 2014), new policy architectures are re-
quired to deal with the complexities of rural-urban migration in both 
source and destination areas. In general, population distribution policies 
tend to be formulated without adequate knowledge of the causes and con-
sequences of migration, and little is known if such policies are just or ap-
propriate. Therefore, it is imperative that migration policies be informed 
by empirical evidence. In addition, migration policies need to be in tandem 
with general development policies of the state (Oberai 1983).  

As discussed in chapter 1, the state’s official data collection machinery 
largely underestimates the extent of migration in the country. If state ac-
tors negate the very existence of migrants, their vulnerabilities are further 
accentuated. The paradox of the state is its denial of migration on the one 
hand, and the need to manage it on the other. It is in this paradox that 
migrants traverse the state; they survive in the interstices of the state and 
its policies. Against this backdrop, there is a need to give visibility to mi-
gration and migrant workers. A strong policy focus on migrants’ rights and 
a decent work agenda is urgently required. The only legislation, the Inter-
State Migrant Workmen Act,3 needs an overhaul, and laws for the protec-
tion of migrant workers need to be implemented in both letter and spirit. 
And this can only happen if mobility is accepted as a means of human 
development, and migrant rights a part of the state’s development agenda.  

Finally, I attempt to synthesise the state policy discourses and what 
emerged from the empirical evidence: first, it is evident that the state’s 
approach towards migration is fundamentally opposite to the nature of its 
development process. While the state aims to contain, curb and reduce 
migration, its service-oriented economy demands cheap labour from rural 
areas and this demand for labour has only increased over time. Second, 
historically, there has been an urban bias in the state’s development strat-
egy. That most migrant workers return to the village after their working 
lives suggests that it is the rural areas that bear the cost of the production 
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and reproduction of this labour, thereby subsidising India’s urban devel-
opment. Third, migrants live in the margins of the city; there is little ac-
knowledgment of their contribution to the economy.4 To the contrary, 
they are often blamed for social problems in destination states. There is 
evidence of backlash towards labour from poor regions in prosperous re-
gions; time and again, sons of soil movements rear their ugly head, and 
xenophobic tendencies persist towards migrant workers in clear violation 
of constitutional guarantees and the law of the land. 

Fourth, policy discourses paint migrants to be passive victims. Empir-
ical evidence presented in this thesis highlighted that migration can be 
beneficial. Despite discrimination and exploitation in the labour market, 
migrants exercise their agency and make informed decisions about their 
work and life. Fifth, migration can therefore be hugely beneficial in eco-
nomic terms, but there is an enormous social cost of migration that finds 
little mention in the policy discourse. This is the separation family mem-
bers endure from each other, so as to be able to reap the benefits of the 
additional incomes that migration provides. Finally, the state views its cit-
izens to be static, located in either rural or urban areas. This research 
demonstrated that migrant workers traverse urban and rural spaces, indus-
trial and agricultural work, and therefore, there is an urgent need to incor-
porate multiple spatialities in state development policies, including porta-
bility of benefits associated with various government programmes.  

Notes 
 

1 Female migration increased too, but from very low levels in 1998 (this is discussed 
in chapter 4).  
2 As discussed in chapter 7, in the 1980s, migration from Mahisham was dominated 
by distress factors such as food scarcity and subsequent hunger. More than three 
decades later, migration has become more of a calculated decision, wherein house-
holds weigh in risks and benefits of the migration of its members. This is a context 
where agriculture supports far fewer rural households than it did in the past, and 
young people are disinclined to work in agriculture in the village. 
3 The Inter-State Migrant Workmen (Regulation of Employment and Conditions 
of Service) Act, 1979 is the sole piece of legislation for the protection of migrant 
workers employed outside their native states. It mandates equal wages as local 
workers, allowances for displacement and home journey, appropriate residential 
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accommodation and free medical facilities, among other benefits for migrant work-
ers. One of the shortcomings of this Act is that it is applicable only to establish-
ments and contractors that employ five or more interstate migrant workers. There-
fore, if a worker voluntarily migrates, s/he is not covered under the ambit of this 
Act. There is little or no compliance of the Act; few contractors take out licenses 
and very few enterprises employing interstate migrant workers are registered under 
the Act (IOM 2008). In addition, state labour departments are reluctant to coop-
erate with labour departments of the origin state, and in general migrant workers 
are ignorant about the Act. Trade unions have also neglected the plight of migrant 
workers (NCL 2002: Part B).  In a context where many workers voluntarily migrate, 
this Act begs for an amendment that brings under its purview all migrants and not 
only those who migrate via contractors. 
4 This is the paradox of the (Bihari) migrant – (s)he is a symbol of resilience within 
the state, but a symbol of hostility outside. 
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Appendix Table 2.1 
The regions of Bihar 

Typology Region Characteristics (districts) 

A.  Centre-South A more urbanized area with more advanced agriculture (Be-
gusarai, Nalanda, Patna). 

   

B.  West and 
South-West 

An area with high levels of canal irrigation and cropping in-
tensity, and low population density (Aurangabad, Bhojpur, 
Rohtas, West Champaran). 

   

C.  North-West An area with advanced agriculture and high population den-
sity but low urbanization (Gopalganj, Saran, Siwan, 
Vaishali). 

   

D.  South and 
South-East 

A less advanced region, with some degree of urbanization 
(Bhagalpur, Gaya, Munger, Muzaffarpur, Nawada); only Muz-
zaffarpur does not fit the regional pattern. 

   

E.  Centre-North An area, also quite backward, with higher population den-
sity and less urbanization than region D (East Champaran, 
Madhubani, Samastipur, Sitamarhi). 

   

F.  North-East Less advanced agriculture and high tenancy (Darbhanga, 
Katihar, Purnia, Saharsa). 

Source: Adapted from Rodgers et al. 2013, pp. 10-11 
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Appendix Table 4.1 
Probability of individual migration - probit estimates, 1998 (unweighted 

data) 
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Appendix Table 4.2 
Probability of individual migration - probit estimates, 2011 (unweighted 

data) 
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Appendix Table 5.1 
Distribution of sample households by caste, class and landownership 

  Number of households Percentage 

Caste   

Upper caste 254 28.1 

OBC II 163 18 

OBC I 188 20.8 

SC and ST 210 23.2 

Muslim 89 9.8 

Total 904 100 

Class   

Agricultural Labour 397 43.9 

Small and Medium Peasant 167 18.5 

Large Peasant and Landlord 203 22.5 

Non Agricultural 137 15.2 

Total 904 100 

Landownership    

Landless 348 38.5 

0.01 to 0.99 acres 311 34.4 

1 to 2.49 acres 134 14.8 

2.5 to 4.99 acres 67 7.4 

5 acres or more 44 4.9 

Total 904 100 

Source: Household survey, 2011.  
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Appendix Table 6.1 
Descriptive statistics of panel and non-panel household in 1999 

  

  

Panel Households Non Panel Households 

Mean Std. Deviation Mean Std. Deviation 

Total income  22729 28804 24247 25915 

Share of agricultural income to 
total income  0.52 0.39 0.50 0.39 

Share of non agricultural income 
to total income 0.13 0.28 0.11 0.24 

Share of remittance income to 
total income  0.24 0.34 0.23 0.31 

Total number of primary workers 
in hh  1.72 1.06 2.20 1.45 

Years of schooling of most edu-
cated hh member 6.62 4.69 6.42 5.06 

Total land owned by household  
(in acres) 1.28 2.75 1.35 3.28 

Share of non agricultural work-
ers in total workers in the vil-
lage (%) 

10.18 2.47 10.12 2.57 

Village migration rate (%) 37.76 16.47 37.20 15.80 

Village literacy rate (%) 50.59 11.05 50.46 11.00 

N  595 595 296 296 

Source: Household surveys, 1999 and 2011. 
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 Appendix Table 7.1 
Socioeconomic characteristics and work histories of migrant research 

participants 
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