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Several urban problems can be miti-
gated if the rural issues are properly
addressed. Biased policies towards the
centers of introverted economic sys-
tems that strengthened and promoted
some major primate cities are often
blamed by scholars for unbalanced,
dualistic economic growth. This study
focuses on West Bengal state. Due to
unemployment and low wages in vil-
lages, the migration of rural workers
from villages to Kolkata city is a com-
mon phenomenon. At the same time,
migration of mostly unskilled workers
from rural to rural areas is not very
uncommon in developing countries.
Thus, infrastructure-induced rural ur-
banization and rural industrialization
may be a possible solution to the cur-
rent problem of unbalanced regional
growth.

Introduction

In the process of economic
development, labor transfer from
the subsistence sector to the capi-
talist sector has been emphasized
by Lewis (1954). The process of
industrialization involves the
transfer of capital and labor from
the primary sector to the non-pri-
mary sectors. In a capital-defi-
cient economy or region (e.g., in
poor rural regions), capital trans-
fer from other regions (say, ur-
ban areas) may be a prerequisite
for industrialization. It seems to
be a difficult proposition, since
mobilizing large capital for invest-
ment in rural areas is not an easy
provision. Transfer of labor from
farm to non-farm sector in devel-
oping countries, as Zhu and Song
(2007) argue, happens through
two processes. They are: rural in-
dustrialization and rural urbaniza-
tion. According to Kant (2013), in
rural areas that are dominated by

small-scale farming, urbanization
is the spatial manifestation of the
shift of labor from subsistence
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farming to non-farm activities. Accord-
ing to Chapman and Wanmali (1981),
there is a close interrelation between
the growth of modern economic activi-
ties and wide-ranging, inclusive re-
gional urbanization. They noted that, in
the initial decades after independence,
India has gone through a very slow ur-
banization process and thus it has been
unsuccessful to spread modern com-
mercial activities in traditional agricul-
tural areas. They argued that the num-
ber of smaller towns was very limited
in India, for which proper linkage
mechanisms between the agricultural
(rural) and modern (urban) sectors
could not properly flourish. Biased poli-
cies towards the centers of introverted
economic systems that strengthened
and promoted some major primate cit-
ies are often blamed by scholars for
unbalanced, dualistic economic growth.
This inhibited the process of overall
regional development. In this article, we
focus on the regional (rural) growth
problems and the need for an alterna-
tive approach for the revitalization of
regional (rural) growth.

Transformation of Rural Problems
into Urban Issues

Several problems in urban areas
can be mitigated if the rural problems
are properly addressed because cer-
tain rural problems often appear to be
causal factors of several of the urban
problems. According to Schumacher
(1973), employment opportunities in
villages are so limited that many people
find it extremely difficult to get out of
poverty. Underemployment or total un-

employment is a common feature of
the rural labor market. When some
work is available in rural areas, their
productivity is found to be too low.
Some poor villagers have land but of-
ten the piece of land is so small that it
does not improve their standard of liv-
ing. There is a large number of land-
less laborers who have a remote pos-
sibility to ever get any land. There is
very little hope for them in villages and
hence they migrate to the large urban
centers for employment and income
(Todaro, 1980). Thus, finally, the un-
employment problem shifts from vil-
lages to cities.

Unemployment in West Bengal
Villages & Issues in Migration

Do workers always migrate from
rural to urban areas and/or from poor to
rich areas? This question has not been
investigated yet. In general, workers mi-
grate from rural to urban locations in or-
der to look for (better) employment. At
the same time, workers’ migration from
rural to rural areas is not very uncom-
mon in developing countries. Unskilled
labor may migrate from one rural area to
another rural area. However, rural-to-
urban migration, as indicated above, is a
more prominent phenomenon and much
discussed as well.

Workers from villages in West Ben-
gal are out-migrating to other states
and cities. The first preference of
people of West Bengal is Maharashtra,
followed by Delhi, Jharkhand, Uttar
Pradesh, Gujarat and Karnataka,
among others (Census of India, 2011).
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The biggest number of migrant work-
ers from West Bengal go to
Maharashtra. The difference in the
number of migrants between
Mabharashtra (first destination in terms
of the number of migrants) and Delhi
(second destination in terms of the
number of migrants) is huge. While
Delhi is found to be accommodating
61,631 migrant workers from West
Bengal, Maharashtra is seen to have
accommodated 1,37,434 workers, i.e.
more than double that of Delhi (Cen-
sus of India, 2011). This suggests that
Maharashtra is strongly preferred by
Bengali migrant workers.

| Maharashtra is strongly preferred
by Bengali migrant workers.

Due to unemployment and low
wages in villages, the migration of ru-
ral workers from villages to Kolkata
city (erstwhile Calcutta) is a recurring
phenomenon. Since the time of inde-

pendence, the city of Kolkata had been
bearing extra population pressure due
to the partition of Bengal; many Hindu
refugees had migrated from erstwhile
East Pakistan (now Bangladesh) to
West Bengal. The flow of such inter-
national migration is, albeit slower, still
continuing. A section of them started
earning a living on the streets of
Kolkata. As Roy (2011) reported, a
huge number of refugees settled in ur-
ban locations (mainly in Kolkata and its
suburbs) to engage in petty trade and
cottage industry. A sample survey car-
ried out in Kolkata points out that a con-
siderable section (68 percent) of the
hawkers in the city happen to be people
of erstwhile East Pakistani origins
(Biswas, 1999).! Besides, the share of
organized sector employment has been
shrinking over the years (Table 1).
However, several additional factors
contributed to the increase in the num-
ber of hawkers over time in the city of
Kolkata. As Shalti Research Group
(2008) noted, the other factors include:

Table 1 Organized Sector Employment (Both Private & Public) as a Percentage of Main

Workers and Total Workers

1991 2001 2017-18
Male Female Total Male  Female Total Total
Organized sector employment as 10.9 6.3 9.9 10.0 7.1 9.3 8.6
a percentage of main workers
Organized sector employment asa  10.8 4.5 9.0 8.8 4.1 7.4 -

percentage of total workers
(main + marginal)

Source: Census of India (for population data); Economic Survey 2001-02, Government of India

(for employment data), PLFS data (2017-18)

! Cited in Bandyopadhyay (2009).
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e Migration from the districts of West
Bengal and the neighboring states:
Hawking is a source of livelihood for
the low-skilled migrants seeking em-
ployment in the city.

e Closure of factories and shrinking of
the organized sector: Around one-fifth
of the hawkers were once permanent
employees in the large factories. Af-
ter the factories had closed down,
work in the informal sector including
street vending has been the only av-
enue for survival for these people.

e Widespread poverty in urban areas:
Although there has been a declining
trend in the percentage of slum popu-
lation in the Kolkata Municipal Cor-
poration area over the decades, still,
according to the 2001 Census, 32.55
percent of Kolkata population live in
slums, and 30 percent of the city
population are found to fall under the
below-poverty-line (BPL) category.?

In this context, Bandyopadhyay
(2009: 14) argues that the city pavements
have been encroached and “privatized by
two different groups for two different
purposes”. The groups include: (a) the
migrants who come from different places
(from within and outside the state) and
find a living, but stay on the pavements;
and (b) the urban poor who commute
from the suburban refugee colonies and
contribute to the informal market on the
pavement. It is a common phenomenon
that the hawkers or the street vendors
have occupied the pavements at many
places of Kolkata city. Such business

2 The 2001 Census reports that 32.55% of the total
population in Kolkata live in slums.

activities have narrowed down space for
pedestrians. The rapid increase of ve-
hicles on roads has also been creating
problems. It is not only a problem of traf-
fic congestion, but parking space is also
a matter of concern (Shalti Research
Group, 2008). The number of registered
motor vehicles in West Bengal has in-
creased from 2,366,000 in 2003 to
2,872,000 in 2006. Although the com-
pound annual growth rate of motor ve-
hicle registration (6.67 percent), is much
lower than that of all states (10.59 per-
cent), very limited size of road in Kolkata
city (only 6 percent of the total area) is
found to be a serious concern about the
growth of number of vehicles in the state
and/or city.?

The establishment of manufacturing
industry, particularly jute, in the suburbs
of Kolkata in about the middle of the nine-
teenth century led to rapid population
growth in the city and its surrounding
areas. The early immigrants from Bihar,
Uttar Pradesh, Orissa and other parts of
Bengal were mostly landless laborers
who came to the city in search of em-
ployment (Roy, 2011). As far as migra-
tion from rural Bengal to Kolkata is con-
cerned, poor household members were
found to migrate to Kolkata permanently,
some seasonally. The migrants included
the downtrodden people of the district.
They were mainly found to work as do-
mestic servants. “The very low wages
of these domestic servants have made it
possible for even the lower middle-class

3 See http://mospi.nic.in/Mospi_New/upload/
Infra_stat 2010/1.ch_road.pdf (a Government of
India website) for more relevant data.
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families to have at least a part-time help”
(Dasgupta, 1988: 145). Their presence
was also reflected through some addi-
tional slum settlement patterns in some
areas of the city of Kolkata. Kundu
(2003) also observed that families from
other districts of West Bengal and neigh-
boring states migrated to Kolkata city in
search of livelihood and then started liv-
ing in slums.

Rise of Service Sector & the Issue
of Rural Employment

As far as contribution to Indian eco-
nomic growth is concerned, recent data
suggests a structural shift towards the
service sector. At the national level, share
of agriculture in GDP has been consis-
tently declining over the years, whereas
the that of service sector has been ex-
periencing an upward trend. Industrial
share at the national level has been
around 23 percent for a long time. In
West Bengal, due to high growth in agri-
culture in the late 1980s, the share of the
primary sector in the state’s total income
experienced a rise. But, the share showed
falling trends later on. The share of in-
dustry has been falling consistently,
whereas the share of the service sector
has been witnessing a consistent increase
in the state. Furthermore, within the ser-
vice sector, although trade, real estate,
banking and insurance, transport, etc.
have been contributing significantly, com-
munication services (which include tele-
communication and software services)
have also been seen to be rapidly occu-
pying an important position from its ex-
port perspective. So, on the one hand, the
promotion of megacities is often con-

ceived as a relatively easy means to en-
hance GDP growth through the develop-
ment of the real estate sector and sev-
eral other allied activities, while, on the
other, growth in software services is un-
derstood to have facilitated the growth
process of urban income. Growth in soft-
ware services constitutes nearly 50 per
cent of India’s exports of services
(Banga & Kumar, 2011). Considering the
growth-enhancing role of the software
industry within the service sector, as Chen
etal. (2009) argue, the growing and spe-
cialized needs of this sector have been
given due importance at the time of de-
veloping Rajarhat township in Kolkata.
However, this sector not only needs a
very remote specialized kind of skilled
manpower, but its labor absorption ca-
pacity is also very limited. The links be-
tween the growth of these industries and
the prospects of other economic activi-
ties located in lower hierarchies ranging
from city peripheries to the areas that
have not yet been properly established.
Moreover, the prospect of the software
industry is largely dependent on foreign
markets (although they have some cli-
ents in the domestic market). According
to Kant (2013), India must build a labor-
intensive manufacturing sector in order
to promote inclusive growth.

For many policymakers, growth eco-
nomics is the top priority. It is worth
mentioning here that more than 30 per-
cent of India’s population lives in urban
areas and Indian cities contribute over
55 percent to the country’s GDP (Gov-
ernment of India, 2009).* So, an increase

4 Cited in Chenet al. (2009).
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in economic growth seems to be contin-
gent upon promotion of agglomeration or
expanded megacities and, thus, city-
based service industries. Policy bias to-
wards a specific sector is now clear.
Thus, it is imperative to note that
megacity-based development policy may
often identify the growth process with
increasing “inequality” and with discon-
nection “from their region”, especially the
rural region. Decentralized production is
the need of the hour, for which decen-
tralized urbanization supported with in-
frastructure is a current requirement.

Deindustrialization in West Bengal
and the Need for New
Industrialization

After the 1960s, West Bengal wit-
nessed a long economic deceleration and
a downfall in industrial production. The
state had produced 23% of India’s indus-
trial output in 1960, which fell to 10% in
1980, and to below 7% at the end of the
1980s (Sengupta & Gazdar, 1996). In the
same line, from 1980 to 1997, jobs in the
formal private sector fell from 1.1 mil-
lion to 80,000. The Left Front Govern-
ment which ruled the state from 1977 to
2011 had invited the TATA Motors com-
pany to set up an automobile industry in
Singur which did not materialize due to
the new political situation in the state. A
section of farmers in Singur were unwill-
ing to give up their agricultural land for
the industrial plant and political agitation
cropped up based on the land acquisition
issue, due to which the new industrial-
ization program faced a setback. New
industrialization is a new proposition, but
large industry alone is not supposed to

solve the unemployment problems. There
is a need to be an extensive and labor-
intensive rural industrialization program
as well.

Urbanization in Recent Times

India is suffering from a low level
of urbanization. In 2001, while the level
of urbanization in India was 27.78 %,
the average level of urbanization in the
developing countries was 40% (Bhagat,
2004).° The level of urbanization in In-
dia has risen to 31.2% in 2011 (Census
of India, 2011). Table 2 provides some
important data relating to the evolution
of urbanization in India. The level of
urbanization in India has grown over
the years. Especially, the number of
census towns has enormously in-
creased from 1,363 in 2001 to 3,894 in
2011 (nearly three times rise); and the
number of statutory towns has in-
creased from 3,799 to 4,041 between
2001 and 2011 (Census of India, 2011;

‘ West Bengal’s urbanization level
is significantly higher than several

other major states.

* It is difficult to compare the degree of urbanization
at the international level due to the reason that
definitions of urbanization vary from one country
to another. Still, a rough general comparison has
been done by Bhagat (2004: 49). Census of India
considers those areas as “urban”, which satisfy the
following criteria: (1) the places which have alocal
urban body like municipality, corporation,
cantonment board or notified town area committee,
(2) other places which have: (i) minimum 5000
inhabitants; (ii) at least 75% of main workers(men)
occupied in non-agricultural profession; and (iii) a
population density of minimum 400 persons per
sq. km. (1000 per sq. mile).
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Mitra & Kumar, 2015). Table 3 sug-
gests that West Bengal’s urbanization
level is significantly higher than sev-
eral other major states. In addition,
West Bengal has recently witnessed re-
markable growth in the number of cen-
sus towns. Fig. 1 shows West Bengal’s
geographical concentrations/dispersals
of census towns. West Bengal state has
been selected for this study due to the
fact that this state tops the list with an
increase by 528 census towns between
2001 and 2011, followed by Kerala
(362) and Tamil Nadu (265), respec-
tively. This can be characterized as
demography-induced dispersed urban-
ization. What are the implications of
these changes? Various studies have
been carried out on these changes
(Kundu, 2011; Guin & Das, 2015; Mitra
& Kumar, 2015; Chakraborty et al.,
2017; among others), but there is hardly
any study that has attempted to cap-
ture the ongoing rural urbanization pro-

Table 2 Urbanisation & Urban Growth in India

cess in the light of development of ru-
ral infrastructure, on the one hand, and
rural diversification and occupational
changes, on the other. Rural infrastruc-
ture is an important issue as far as ru-
ral non-farm sector development is con-
cerned. Demography-induced rural ur-
banization would fail to yield the de-
sired outcome if the current urbaniza-
tion process is not corroborated with
adequate infrastructure. Discussion on
this issue is limited in the existing lit-
erature.

Rural infrastructure needs new in-
vestments which are instrumental for
rural development, since such invest-
ments facilitate rural-urban (and other)
interlinkages, thereby augmenting both
farm and non-farm productivity, income
and, more importantly, employment
(Satish, 2007). Till now, Indian
policymakers have not acknowledged the
unrealized strength of small towns and

Year No. of towns No. of cities Urban Total Urbanization
and cities /UAs with population population level (%)
million+ (million)
population
1901 1916 1 26 238 10.8
1911 1908 2 26 252 10.3
1921 2048 2 28 251 11.2
1931 2220 2 33 279 12.0
1941 2427 2 44 319 13.9
1951 3060 5 62 361 17.3
1961 2700 7 79 439 18.0
1971 3126 9 109 548 19.9
1981 4029 12 159 683 23.3
1991 4689 23 218 846 25.7
2001 5161 35 286 1029 27.8
2011 7935 53 377 1211 31.2

Source: Census of India
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Table 3 State-wise Levels of Urbanization in India, 2011

India/State/Union Territory % Urban
INDIA 31.16
Himachal Pradesh 10.04
Punjab 37.49
Chandigarh 97.25
Uttarakhand 30.55
Haryana 34.79
National Capital Territory of Delhi 97.50
Rajasthan 24.89
Uttar Pradesh 22.28
Bihar 11.30
Sikkim 24.97
Nagaland 28.97
Manipur 30.21
Mizoram 51.51
Tripura 26.18
Meghalaya 20.08
Assam 14.08
West Bengal 31.89
Jharkhand 24.05
Odishaa 16.68
Chhattisgarh 23.24
Madhya Pradesh 27.63
Gujarat 42.58
Daman and Diu 75.16
Dadra and Nagar Haveli 46.62
Maharashtra 45.23
Andhra Pradesh 33.49
Karnataka 38.57
Goa 62.17
Lakshadweep 78.08
Kerala 47.72
Tamil Nadu 48.45
Puducherry 68.31
Andaman and Nicobar Islands 35.67

Source: Census of India (2011)

the peri-urban spaces in creating various
types of employment opportunities (Dadi
etal., 2022; Pingali et al., 2019). Recog-
nizing these newer semi-urban centers
within rural locations and providing them
and their surrounding areas with urban
amenities could be a stimulant for non-
farm diversification.

Regional Growth Strategy: The
Need for New Approach

After the Second World War, many
developing countries adopted certain de-
velopment strategies that encouraged the
growth of large industries and large ur-
ban centers, considering that the size of
the city was vital for industrialization and
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Fig 1 Distribution of Census Towns & Areas of Concentration of Non-farm Employment in
West Benga
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economic growth; and thus the interme-
diary urban development suffered
(Hamer, 1985). In India too, this was the
main element of the Nehru-Mahalanobis
development strategy (Saith, 1992). Ru-
ral non-agricultural activities had been
ignored as the main thrust was given to
modernization with the help of large in-
dustries and large cities (Chakravarty,
1987; UNDP et al., 1988). Capital-inten-
sive, big industries have limited capacity
to absorb a large number of unskilled la-
bor force that is often found unemployed
or underemployed in rural areas.
Leidholm et al. (1994) stated that small
urban centers in rural areas stimulate the
growth of labor-intensive rural industries.
Moreover, rural towns appear to be cru-
cial distribution channels of agricultural
produce supplied from the surrounding
production centers. Hence, different
small-scale activities such as crop pro-
cessing, cleaning and sorting, packing and
storing, wholesale business, transport in-
dustries, and some other services like
maintenance, repair etc. may grow in the
town to support the export marketing
functions (Bendavid-Val, 1991). Thus,
there is a need to adopt a different ap-
proach that would tend to achieve de-
centralized urbanization or dispersed ur-
banization, or rural urbanization.

For the overall development of a re-
gion, rural-urban interaction is crucially
important. Rural and urban areas are
dependent on each other. Especially, ur-
ban centers assume immense importance
in the process of growth of rural areas
by providing various non-agricultural pro-
duce and different kinds of services. But,
in this regard, one interesting feature of

urbanization is being observed. Between
1901 and 2001, the number of urban cen-
ters per 1 million rural population de-
creased from 8.6 to 6 (Bhagat, 2004). As
indicated earlier, this is a reflection of an
introverted economic system; the growth
of number of urban centers is not at par
with the growth of rural population. The
2011 census has witnessed some change,
for example, growth of smaller towns or
census towns. It is now imperative to
provide them with the necessary infra-
structure needed for robust economic
diversification.

Conclusions & Future Research
Agenda

1. West Bengal has been facing
deindustrialization for the last several
decades. Due to widespread unem-
ployment and underemployment in
rural areas, rural labor has been out-
migrating to urban areas. They are
out-migrating to the nearest cities and
towns within the state and also to
other states. Interestingly, rural work-
ers are also seen to be migrating to
other rural areas. Usually, as we have
seen in the Harris-Todaro model,
workers’ strategy of migration from
rural areas to urban areas is a com-
mon feature in developing countries.
However, it is not uncommon for
people to migrate from one rural area
to another when there are very lim-
ited employment opportunities in the
former as compared to the latter, or
due to wage differentials across ru-
ral areas. Besides, the problems of
poverty and unemployment, coupled
with skill deficiency, have often been
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found to be responsible for seasonal
or permanent rural-to-rural migra-
tion, as some rural areas provide un-
skilled work to unskilled workers who
are sometimes unable to find employ-
ment in urban centers.

The questions that need to be dealt
with in the future studies are: Does em-
ployment-induced migration mostly lead
people to move to relatively high-income
states? Are the destinations mostly ur-
ban areas in the cases of both out-mi-
gration and in-migration? In search of
employment, do people move to rural ar-
eas as well? Thus, we are more inter-
ested in locational aspects of labor mo-
bility such as migration from low-income
place to high-income place, rural to ur-
ban, urban to urban, etc. Behind all this,
a much broader question follows from
Dupont (1992): Can migration be taken
as a major factor of urbanization and in-
dustrialization where migrants are con-
sidered as dynamic agents who influence
these processes? If so, then how do we
explain the fact when migrants move to
non-urbanized and non-industrialized des-
tinations?

2. To mitigate the rural labor’s out-mi-
gration issue, local employment in ru-
ral areas has to be generated. Diver-
sification from farm to non-farm ac-
tivities is instrumental in the genera-
tion of local employment. Small firms
in rural areas might play an impor-
tant role in this regard. However,
small firms tend to grow in and
around infrastructure-rich cities and
towns that indulge them to exploit
economies of scale (Oberai, 1993;

Cadéne & Holmstrom, 1998). Urban
and semi-urban locations provide
businesses with infrastructural
amenities, value chains, distribution
avenues, and skilled labor, among
many other facilities. Interestingly, in
order to avail lower cost of doing
business and strong presence of so-
cial capital, small firms also tend to
grow in rural locations as well
(Banwo et al., 2017). But many of
the rural enterprises find it difficult
to grow beyond their sustenance
level when the rural towns and the
surrounding rural locations are lag-
ging behind in terms of physical in-
frastructure (including rural markets
and the road links with urban mar-
kets), social infrastructure (which
ensures improved human capital) and
access to the rural capital market
(banks), among others (Kinghan &
Newman, 2017). Weak economies of
scale with high transportation costs
are crucial factors that inhibit the
growth of enterprises (Krugman,
1991).

Decentralized production (i.e.
growth of firms/clusters in various cor-
ners of a region) is often directly linked
with decentralization of infrastructure.
Urban and semi-urban areas without ad-
equate infrastructure are not so attrac-
tive destinations for firms. Newly emerg-
ing, small, urban centers (e.g. census
towns in India) and their peripheral rural
locations may not be able to emerge as
vibrant production centers unless they are
provided with the required infrastructure.
The term rural urbanization or inclusive
urbanization does not merely refer to the
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transformation of villages into interme-
diate towns. Rural urbanization rather
refers to a condition that would ensure
the presence of some vital elements of
urbanism or a city — not the whole city,
of course — in rural areas (Friedmann,
1973). Development of community infra-
structure in rural settings or “agropolis”
can give an impetus to this process
(Bunce, 1982; Friedmann & Douglass,
1976: 372). Better communication be-
tween an urban center and its surround-
ing rural base would foster the growth
of both non-farm and farm activities in
rural areas, that may also be termed as
balanced growth. Against this backdrop,
the infrastructure issue should take cen-
ter stage. There is a need to examine the
link between the rural infrastructure and
the development of rural non-farm sec-
tor. The research questions that need to
be put forward are: What is the present
state of district-level (rural) infrastruc-
ture in an Indian state? What is the role
of rural infrastructure in inducing rural
industrialization? Does rural infrastruc-
ture help grow prosperous rural enter-
prises?

There is a need to examine the link
between the rural infrastructure
and the development of rural non-
farm sector.

3. Various states in India have been
witnessing new urbanization phe-
nomenon through the growth of cen-
sus towns (rural small towns), i.e.,
the transformation of rural areas into
new urban areas. Such urbanization
is characterized as demography-in-

duced urbanization which not only
signifies population growth but also
emphasizes occupational diversifica-
tion from farm-based labor engage-
ment to non-farm engagement. We
would like to investigate this trans-
formation in the light of occupational
changes based on primary informa-
tion collected from two census towns.
Thus, the research questions that
need to be posed are: (1) Are the lo-
cal people getting engaged in local
non-farm activities, or in non-local
non-farm activities? (2) If yes, what
kinds of non-farm activities are grow-
ing in the rural towns and why?
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