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Rural labor markets in India are characterized by high inequality in landownership, concentration of
political power and caste fragmentation. Consequently, small and marginal farmers are vulnerable to
land grabs by local landlords and large urban industrial corporations. Further, agricultural workers
lack bargaining power in wage negotiations with monopsonistic employers. My dissertation analyzes
the role of these power asymmetries in landownership, wage determination and the implementation
of government programs aimed at poverty alleviation and structural transformation. My research
suggests that development policy must focus on addressing the bottlenecks to structural transforma-
tion as a means to improving the standard of living for over 300 million small farmers and landless
workers in the Indian countryside.

1 The Farmers Left Behind: Evidence from Special Economic Zones in India
(Job Market Paper)

My job market paper evaluates the labor market impact of diverting agricultural land for non-
agricultural use in India. Special Economic Zones (SEZs) in India have the potential to induce
structural changes in the rural economy which is characterized by over-population in the agricultural
sector. Using nationally representative sample survey data and a new data set compiled using
archival research of newspaper articles, parliamentary questions and minutes of the SEZ Board
of Approval, this paper evaluates the impact of land acquisition for setting up SEZs in India on
rural labor markets in a difference-in-differences and event time framework. We find that land
acquisition marginally increases labor time spent in casual non-agricultural labor but significantly
reduces labor time spent in self-farming. Further, we find evidence of an increase in labor time spent
in agricultural employment after land acquisition takes place. This result shows that contrary to
expectations of SEZs reducing workers’ reliance on agriculture, the modern-SEZ sector is unable
to absorb labor dispossessed by agriculture which increases the burden of providing subsistence
employment on the traditional agricultural sector. Our findings suggest that land acquisition for
SEZs cannot be considered as a ‘one-time’ transfer of agricultural land as it weakens traditional
norms governing agricultural land markets which have adverse consequences on agricultural workers
and small farmers even in the medium-run.
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2 Does Historical Land Inequality Attenuate the Positive Impact of India’s
Employment Guarantee Program? (published in World Development 124
(2019): 104662)

By providing 100 days of guaranteed employment to every rural household, the National Rural Em-
ployment Guarantee Act (NREGA) can challenge the hegemony of landed elites as major employers
in the Indian countryside. Using the colonial classification of landlord and non-landlord-based land-
revenue institutions in India, my second essay provides a political economy explanation for regional
variation in the labor market impact of NREGA. The extractive landlord-based system led to high
inequality in landownership and political domination by a large landlord class. Comparing the
labor market impacts of NREGA between the landlord and non-landlord districts in a difference-in-
differences and triple-difference framework, we find that the provision of public employment under
NREGA and correspondingly, its impact on rural wages is muted in landlord districts. In these dis-
tricts, public employment under NREGA substitutes for self-farming but has no impact on private
wage employment. However, the program is highly successful in raising wages by generating more
public employment in non-landlord districts. In these districts, the provision of public employment
under NREGA crowds-out labor primarily from unpaid domestic work, reflecting an increase in
women’s participation in the program. These findings suggest that NREGA has not become a credi-
ble alternative to private employment in regions historically characterized by exclusionary economic
and political institutions since large land-owning elites in these regions have managed to keep wages
depressed by virtue of their position as major employers in the countryside.

3 No Employment without Participation: An Evaluation of India’s Employment
Program in Eastern Uttar Pradesh (under review at the Journal of Agrarian
Change)

My third essay funded by a dissertation research grant from the American Institute of India Studies
(AIIS), uses fieldwork data to understand the administrative and political challenges in the imple-
mentation of India’s employment guarantee program - The National Rural Employment Guarantee
Act (NREGA). At the national level this program has been highly successful in providing an income
safety-net to small farmers and landless workers. However, in the poorer states of Uttar Pradesh,
Bihar and Jharkhand the provision of public employment under NREGA has been inadequate. Using
evidence from field research conducted with 950 households of NREGA beneficiaries in the Mirzapur
district of Uttar Pradesh, this paper analyzes how awareness among program beneficiaries about
their legal entitlements and at various levels of government determines the provision of NREGA
employment in one of the poorest regions of the country. Further, we discuss the impact of NREGA
on agricultural productivity and wage bargaining by landless workers who are the intended bene-
ficiaries of NREGA. Our findings suggest that patron-client exchanges between the local elite and
NREGA beneficiaries determine the provision of public employment and generates rents for the local
elite. Therefore, there is urgent need for increasing transparency in NREGA provision and creating
mechanisms to hold elected representatives and government functionaries accountable to NREGA
beneficiaries.
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