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1. New voices

Labor markets and circulation in India : new ways of life
Although often studied as a homogenous phenomenon, migration practices are actually complex and multifaceted. Recognizing that
migration takes many different forms was the underlying premise of this thesis. The purpose of this research was therefore to explore how structural changes
have reshaped the organization of labor in India and how migratory practices adapt and readjust themselves to these new and evolving structures of the labor
markets.
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1. What is your research topic? What thesis are you defending?

Mobility is part of daily life for a large proportion of Indians living in villages, as they resort to different practices depending on the seasons, needs, constraints
and opportunities. Whether it is to move to a nearby village following a marriage, to commute to the closest city, to return to the village for a religious
ceremony, to relocate to one of the countries’ main cities or to perform a simple trip (a pilgrimage, tourism, etc.), the many movements of the Indian population
are the result of how India’s society, economy and geography are structured. Yet, few studies have focused specifically on the relationship between the
liberalization processes and labor-related migrations within India. Indeed, liberalization of India’s labor market and of the economy at large have produced
significant social and economic changes that call for a new approach and new tools to better understand migratory behaviors, especially in rural areas which
so far have been fairly ignored. 

Despite India not having a strong rural exodus (according to the World Bank, in 2015 almost 70% of the Indian population still lived in rural areas), back-and-
forth movements between rural areas and urban work areas have multiplied, in part thanks to the growth in demand in non-agricultural sectors and improving
means of transportation and communication. Significant efforts in education (especially in the southern states) have also contributed significantly to breaking
down the barriers between urban and rural areas. Once limited to agricultural work, rural populations - in particular the young and educated - now have
access to non-agricultural jobs in the city, thus encouraging movement. However, while these patterns are becoming more widespread, not all villages are
evolving at the same rate, meaning that migration habits are far from uniform. 

Although often studied as a homogenous phenomenon, migration practices are actually complex and multifaceted. Recognizing that migration takes many
different forms was the underlying premise of this thesis. 
The purpose of this research was therefore to explore how structural changes have reshaped the organization of labor in India and how migratory
practices adapt and readjust themselves to these new and evolving structures of the labor markets. 
To achieve this, we first focused on studying how the evolution of India’s labor markets contributed to changing internal migration patterns. Then, in a second
stage, we looked at the characteristics and specificities of these migratory practices. We identified a variety of migration styles that differ greatly and that are
always determined by factors such as space and social groupings. 

2. If your dissertation involves empirical research, what does it consist of?

This thesis aimed to combine a study of labor migrations with an analysis of labor markets in the particular context of India. We therefore sought to analyze
and understand, on one hand, if the economic, political and social structures, at a global level, had a significant impact on migratory movements and, on the
other, if the socio-economic characteristics of migrant units (such as castes, gender, class, etc.), embedded in a particular local context, guided migratory
choices and opportunities. To answer this, we followed a multiscale approach, combining both macro- and micro-level analyses. 

First of all, to identify the major trends at the national level, we built a typology of the labor markets in India based on the characteristics of the labor markets
within each State in terms of the employment structure within different industries, informality of employment, job quality, etc. Thus, four types of labor markets
were identified, highlighting regional spatial inequalities within the Indian subcontinent and differences in modernization 1 between these labor markets. We
could then establish a gradation of these labor markets in terms of their modernization on a regional level, ranging from states that are still heavily reliant on a
labour-intensive primary sector with low productivity, to states that feature secondary and tertiary sectors that are far more developed and productive. From
this typology, we were able to study the labor-related migratory flows which we then spatialized in order to make them easier to read and to identify their



patterns (see Figure 1). This spatialization reveals that the more “modern” states are also the most attractive. In contrast, the more “traditional” states saw
increased departures of people towards more “modern” markets. 



©Sébastien Michiels 

Finally, by using a gravity model 2 we were able to identify with greater precision how labor markets, as structural elements, impact labor movements. A given
labor market’s modernity is a factor that encourages immigration patterns simultaneously reducing emigration towards other forms of markets. In contrast, the
traditional aspects of a labor market are unattractive and trigger labor-related migrations. 

The second part, which focuses on an empirical study conducted in a rural area of Tamil Nadu (see Figure 1), allowed us to develop a more contextualized
approach of migration practices in India. In the first stage, we used a socio-economic approach - considering that economic practices, whatever they may be,
are embedded in social, cultural and political institutions - to represent the structural mutations facing Tamil rural areas. In the second stage, and based on
these observations, we used a mixed approach combining qualitative (life histories, participant observation and focus groups) and quantitative (based on the
RUral Microfinance and Employment survey carried out in 2010 with 405 rural households) methods. 





Quantitative analysis

We studied the regularity of migration patterns and the forms they can take. To do this we used exploratory multidimensional data analysis (a Multiple
Correspondence Analysis, followed by a Hierarchical Cluster Analysis) which enabled us to identify on the one hand the diverse forms of migratory behaviors
and on the other the different profiles of migrating households. First of all, we identified five forms of mobility: 
First of all, we identified five forms of mobility:

Non-agricultural daily migrations: these are individual short-term commutes, mainly in the service sector.
The migrations of young and qualified individuals: these are more modern migrations, towards major cities and that are economically and socially
valued. Employment, which is often in administration or in private companies, is stable with higher wages.
Supplemental non-agricultural migrations: these are individual migrations to work in construction, an activity that does not represent the main source of
household income.
Supplemental organized agricultural migrations: these are so called because the migratory labor consists mainly of cutting sugar cane (in the
surrounding villages or mid-sized towns of Tamil Nadu) and recruitment relies on the presence of a maistry who hires workers and organizes every
stage of the migration, distributing a wage advance, setting up transportation to the place of work and arranging local accommodation, etc..
Finally, seasonal non-agricultural migrations: these mainly correspond to family migrations to the brickyards. This seasonal migration is also organized
by a maistry and lasts between six and eight months per year. This type of circular migration has become institutionalized over time and is now the main
activity for nearly 50% of households in many dryland farming villages of central Tamil Nadu.

The difference between these various forms of mobility therefore hinges mainly on the type of migratory work (agricultural or not; qualified or not), its duration,
its recruitment method (whether through an intermediary who organizes the migration or in a more individual fashion) and whether it constitutes a primary or
supplemental activity. 
From these quantitative analyses five distinct profiles of migrant households emerged:

Local pluriactive elites: these households belong to the local upper castes and therefore have a certain level of wealth, strong social capital and a good
level of education – all of which, in addition to owning enough land to sustain intensive and continuous agricultural activity, give them access to regular
non-agricultural work (often outside the village).



Local dominant castes 3 : these households are mainly made up of local Middles Castes (the Vanniyars) whose main activity is agriculture on lands that
are large enough to allow intensive and continuous agricultural activity.
The pluriactive peasantry: these households differ from those above by the structure of their activities. While they are mainly middle caste households,
agriculture is no longer their main activity (their marginal land size only allows subsistence agriculture) but rather supplements a regular day job,
whether that is in agriculture or not.
Successful independent workers: these are independent workers (merchants, craftsmen, etc.) whose flourishing activity allows them to generate a fairly
high income compared with the rest of the sample.
The lower, struggling class: they are mostly Dalits, characterized by extremely limited access to land, low levels of education and no professional
network, thus restricting their opportunities to daily agricultural jobs. This mono-activity, which is mainly the result of them not having access to stable or
non-daily forms of employment, makes them extremely vulnerable to unpredictable, yet frequent crises (late monsoons, floods, droughts, etc.).

Castes and classes (measured by levels of income, assets and savings) are of course major factors in establishing a typology of households, but the level of
land ownership, the diversity of activity and the precariousness of living conditions are also important elements for distinguishing types of households. 
This double typology has allowed us to identify a certain diversity in labor-related mobilities, characterized, among other things, by the persistence of certain
kinds of labor (in particular relating to enslavement practices) and by the development of new forms of migration (especially in non-agricultural urban
employment). 
Finally, we resorted to qualitative interviews with migrants, whose narratives allowed us more specifically to study their chosen migration strategies and the
constraints in organizing migration practices. This empirical study allowed us to deepen our understanding of the rural world in Tamil Nadu, in particular when
meeting all the stakeholders involved in the migration channels, and improved the overall research by supplementing, illustrating and sometimes challenging
the results of the quantitative approach. 

Qualitative analysis

Approximately 60 interviews were conducted between 2009 and 2015. Here is an example of an interview that highlights the diversity of migratory practices
and their extremely segmented nature. 

Perumal (fifty years old) is a Paraiyar (Dalit 4) from the village of Natham. He completed his primary education, his wife never went to school, but their
four daughters (aged four to sixteen) are all in school. Like most of his neighbours, Perumal owns no land and therefore depends greatly on migrations
to the brickyards. His skin is damaged by the sun and his hands are calloused; but he is happy to be interviewed and is smiling throughout. For twenty-
five years, Perumal has worked in one of Chennai’s many brickyards, located about 150 km from his village. Every year, he and his wife spend six to
eight months there. Here we have one of the most widespread forms of circular migration present in this part of Tamil Nadu. Migrating to brickyards is
indeed one of the only alternatives to the lack of work in the home village and its particular recruitment system, with its wage advance, is central to
making this kind of migration so widespread. The wage advance granted during the previous season by the maistry (the labor recruiter who organizes
the migration) is now 100.000 rupees per season. However, Perumal and his wife find themselves repeatedly unable to repay this important sum
season after season, and as the debt keeps growing, they are locked into this yearly migratory labor cycle despite harsh working conditions. Before
migrating to the brickyards of Chennai, Perumal worked as a daily agricultural laborer in the village and was already migrating to cut sugar cane in
Tamil Nadu (Thanjavur, Kumbakonam, etc.). "At that time, I couldn't find enough work in agriculture or in sugar cane plantations, so I left." The lack of job
opportunities in his village and the debt he owed from wage advances prevented him from getting out of this situation of servitude. His life became an
endless, repetitive cycle and the years now come and go like the seasons. Perumal is a perfect illustration of the change that occurred in dryland
farming villages 30 years ago. With the decline in agricultural work and profitability, much of the agricultural labor was transferred to the brickyards,
which are now a well-established segment of the local labor market. In these circumstances, migration is no longer a choice, but an obligation and like
most workers in this field, Perumal has few options available to him to escape the spiral caused by the wage advance system.
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Prabakanan, a 26-year-old man from the Vanniyar caste (ruling class of the village of Semakottai), went to Chennai four years ago to work as architect-
designer and now earns 22.000 rupees per month. He left straight after graduating to live with friends who were already working in the private sector.
The importance of one’s social network is the first determining factor here in the success of this type of migration. Indeed, finding a job in the city
requires significant social capital, time and sufficient financial resources to cover expenses while looking for work. In his case though, while his network
helped him with accommodation in the early days of his migration, he found his job through a advert on the Internet. Prabakanan’s case exemplifies a
successful kind of migration of the educated youth coming from the villages. But while many young people would like to follow the same successful
path, they do not all make it and this form of migration is still primarily accessible only to the highest sections of rural society. Prabakanan’s wife and
child still live in the family home which explains his frequent trips back to the village, although in this case, when participating in the interview, he was
visiting Semakottai for a religious ceremony. This form of step migration is quite common in this type of mobility. The husband goes to the place of
migration before the rest of his family in order to establish the proper conditions for receiving them, and then they join him once he is properly settled
and has enough money to provide for them once they are there.

With this second qualitative stage, we were able to analyze what meaning these individuals gave to their practices and to identify the main determinants of
migration while taking into account the logics of segmentation that influence the labor market (including caste, class and gender). The range of profiles we
established demonstrates the various migration strategies that can occur in the rural parts of Tamil Nadu. Whether these migration strategies are the result of
necessity, as is the case for the vast majority of brickyard migrants, or of a pursuit of opportunities, they take place within an institutional web that intertwines
factors such as local labor market structure, village remoteness, social networks and segmentation in land ownership. While caste and class continue to
influence migration patterns, social categories evolve and the increasing development of interactions between villages and cities tends to encourage more
diverse migration practices and strategies. 
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3. What is your contribution to theoretical and policy debates?

First of all, contrary to many studies in which migration is seen as a homogenous phenomenon, we have demonstrated that such a vision is inappropriate in
the case of the India. Indeed, we have identified many different forms of migration, each responding to its own dynamics and characteristics. These results
appear all the more relevant as the migratory strategies adopted by individuals or households (strategies which should always be considered as part of a web
of constraints) may be different even though their migratory behavior is the same. Therefore, we believe that labor migration as studied here in the case of
India, far from being a homogenous phenomenon, requires a comprehensive and multidimensional analysis of its practices - practices which are themselves
in a permanent dialectic between structural constraints and individual/family strategies. 

Another key finding concerns inequality. It appears that migratory activity remains segmented according to caste and class (with some overlap), as well as in
terms of gender. In this sense, we observed that migratory behavior tends to perpetuate the logics of social reproduction, especially in remote villages where
“traditional” hierarchical structures still organize social relations and work. While we see a graduation in migration practices (see Figure 4), the strong
correlation with class and caste shows how social reproduction operates:

“ Survival migration ” represents a considerable proportion of migrations undertaken by the more vulnerable populations in our study area, usually
those who are poorest and from the lower castes, who given the lack of opportunities on the labor market are forced to migrate to urban areas to find
low-paying, low-skilled jobs that lack prestige, in particular in construction.
“ Accumulative migration ” grew according to the same pattern as survival migration but has now become a profitable alternative to local employment
opportunities. Successful migration experiences helped some households to access higher wages (especially thanks to a certain degree of
specialization in this kind of migratory activity) and to accumulate, in some cases, sufficient savings to acquire a plot of land or open a shop, whether in
the village of origin or the migratory destination. This migration is called accumulative insofar as it allows migrants, through some specialization of their



migratory activity, to build up enough capital to make a productive investment. This form of migration is mainly seen among the Dalit - and in some
cases among the Other Backward Class 5 - and in such cases is the result of them having developed specific skills or competencies.
Finally, accumulative migration is also seen among populations that are better off, such as local elites who have a certain level of human, economic
and social capital. In such cases, migrants are oftentimes skilled, relatively affluent and with strong networks giving them access to skilled urban jobs. 

We also observed the persistence of gender inequalities which, despite significant progress in terms of education, continue to limit mobility opportunities for
female populations. Indeed, their confinement for reasons of social prestige and their lack of opportunities outside the village (even for young and educated
women) are significant barriers to entry into the labor market for women. 

Furthermore, the available infrastructure in their local village and more generally their living conditions play a non-negligible role in migration processes. The
pressures that exist for much of the year on the labor supply in the local market, partly due to poor irrigation infrastructure and repeated droughts, have
encouraged the development of migration patterns towards non-agricultural activities - especially in brickyards (see Figure 5) - that have become durable and
institutionalized. Furthermore, circular migration, which is accentuated on the one hand by the development of small urban centers, transport and
communication (i.e. improved roads and bus networks, Internet access even in remote areas, etc.) and non-agricultural work, and on the other by the
persistence of seasonal migration, is destined to continue and become more complex. Indeed, the economic, geographic, political and social changes that
are taking place in rural areas are expected to lead to the development of new variations in labor-related migration patterns and to increasingly complex
migration strategies. 

We therefore believe this study contributes to the literature on the circulation of labor in India, offering a comprehensive reading of migration practices. 

4. What questions have arisen from your research that could be addressed in the future?

Beyond having identified a variety of migration practices, this thesis has highlighted several points. On the one hand, it revealed the persistence of migration
channels that perpetuate the enslavement of the most vulnerable populations. On the other, it showed the development of new and more positive forms of
migration, although they are usually limited to the highest levels of Indian rural society. The spatialization of labor migrations allowed us first of all to see how
India’s unequal development is caused by a political desire to energize the modern sectors of large cities while neglecting the countryside - despite the fact
that two-thirds of India's population still live there. Furthermore, classifying the different types of migration also helped us identify these vulnerable populations
and understand their components by recognizing that labor migrations contain heterogeneous situations. Finally, the qualitative interviews were very
informative, allowing us to illustrate the diversity of migration practices in the evolving rural areas of Tamil Nadu. Indeed, we were able to see how there is a
tension between people’s ties to the traditional lifestyle of their village and their more modern aspirations to be part of the attractive urban world. Additionally,
we observed how patterns of enslavement and empowerment can appear or be reproduced. 

Despite undoubtable theoretical and empirical contributions, however, this study lacked one fundamental dimension, a dynamic aspect that would have made
it possible to study these migration practices over time. This limitation was partially overcome when a second survey (Networks, dEbt, Employment, Mobilities
and Skills in India Survey) was conducted in 2016-2017 among the same households as the RUME survey referenced in the thesis. This new survey now
enables a longitudinal analysis of migration practices, which is a fundamental dimension given how this is a field of study that is under constant and rapid
change. 

5. Download the thesis (in French only)

6. To go further



Ciculatory lives in Western India

Notes

1  Modernization is understood here as the transition from a “pre-modern” or “traditional” society to a so-called “modern” society, characterized by the
expansion of processes of industrialization, tertiarization, urbanization and individuation.

2  Gravity models are used to determine the intensity of a relationship between spatial units, taking into account their potential (for example, demographic
weight) and their distance.

3  The concept of a "dominant caste" was defined by Srinivas [1971: 10] as being numerically large and occupying a high place in the local caste hierarchy,
and owning a substantial part of the local arable land.

4  The Dalits (previously known as Untouchables) are a group of individuals in India who are excluded from the caste system and traditionally relegated to
demeaning tasks, for little or no pay, and often considered to be impure from a religious point of view: they are beggars, butchers, fishermen, hunters,
cemetery caretakers, midwives, etc.

5  The Other Backward Class (or OBC) is an administrative category of the Indian population and consists mainly of lower-ranking castes (Shudras). They are
most often farmers, breeders and craftsmen and represent slightly more than half of India's population.

Mobility

For the Mobile Lives Forum, mobility is understood as the process of how individuals travel across distances in order to deploy through time and space the
activities that make up their lifestyles. These travel practices are embedded in socio-technical systems, produced by transport and communication industries
and techniques, and by normative discourses on these practices, with considerable social, environmental and spatial impacts.

En savoir plus x

Movement

Movement is the crossing of space by people, objects, capital, ideas and other information. It is either oriented, and therefore occurs between an origin and
one or more destinations, or it is more akin to the idea of simply wandering, with no real origin or destination.

En savoir plus x

Lifestyle

A lifestyle is a composition of daily activities and experiences that give sense and meaning to the life of a person or a group in time and space.
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