Phoenix: International Multidisciplinary Research Journal
Vol 4, No. 1, Jan-March, 2026
ISSN: 2583-6897

CHANGING RURAL LABOUR DYNAMICS, A SOCIOLOGICAL STUDY OF
MNREGA

Dnyaneshwar Ramu Patil
Assi. Prof/ (CHB)
Yashwantrao Chavan Mahavidyalaya Halkarni, Tal Chandgad, Dist Kolhapur

1. Introduction

The Mahatma Gandhi National Rural Employment Guarantee Act (MNREGA) has
emerged as one of India’s most significant rights-based welfare initiatives aimed at enhancing
rural livelihood security. Introduced in 2005, the programme guarantees 100 days of wage
employment to every rural household willing to undertake unskilled manual labour. While its
economic implications have been widely studied, the sociological dimensions—changes in
labour relations, social inclusion, migration patterns, gender participation, and empowerment
deserve deeper, systematic analysis.

Rural labour markets in India have undergone considerable transformation since the
mid-2000s due to multiple factors: agricultural mechanisation, seasonal underemployment,
distress migration, and structural inequalities based on caste, class, and gender. MNREGA
intersects with these forces, influencing labour availability, bargaining power, rural wage
structures, community relations, and state—citizen interactions. This review synthesizes
scholarly literature, government evaluations, and empirical findings up to 2021 to understand
how MNREGA is reshaping rural labour dynamics from a sociological perspective.

2. Objectives of the Study

To examine the shifts in rural labour patterns influenced by MNREGA.

To analyse changes in labour supply, rural wages, and agricultural employment.

To explore the implications for gender empowerment and marginalised communities.
To assess how MNREGA affects migration trends and livelihood diversification.

To identify sociological gaps, debates, and future research directions.

g~ PE

3. Methodology
3.1 Research Design
This review paper adopts a descriptive and analytical research design based entirely on

secondary data sources. A sociological lens guides the interpretation of MNREGA's influence
on labour relations, marginalised groups, and empowerment processes. Comparative analysis
across different states, social groups, and time periods helps identify structural patterns.
3.2 Data Sources
Secondary data were collected from:

« MNREGA Management Information System (MIS)

e Ministry of Rural Development (MoRD) annual reports

e NITI Aayog and Planning Commission assessments

e National Sample Survey Office (NSSO) data
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e Research papers from journals such as Economic & Political Weekly, Indian Journal of
Labour Economics, and Sociological Bulletin

e Reports from UNDP, World Bank, and academic institutions

e Books and monographs related to labour studies and rural sociology

3.3 Analytical Approach

The analytical approach adopted in this review is grounded in a thematic and comparative
framework, enabling a structured understanding of how MNREGA has influenced rural labour
dynamics across different time periods. Rather than relying on a singular dataset, the study
synthesises multiple secondary sources to trace patterns, evaluate variations, and interpret
sociological transformations. The approach includes the following analytical components:

1. Year-wise Comparison of Person-Days Generated
The analysis examines year-wise MNREGA performance indicators, particularly the volume
of person-days generated, which reflects both labour demand and programme implementation
effectiveness. Comparing trends across years allows assessment of:

« variation in rural employment needs,

e responsiveness of the programme to seasonal and economic conditions, and

e changes in livelihood dependency on wage-based public works.
Such comparisons also help identify structural patterns linked to drought years, agricultural
cycles, and labour market fluctuations.

2. Wage Levels and Labour Supply Dynamics
MNREGA’s impact on rural wage structures is assessed through year-wise reported

wage rates, minimum wage alignment, and actual wage disbursement levels. The analysis
considers how rising MNREGA wages influence the supply of labour for agricultural and non-
farm sectors. Reviewing multiple years reveals whether the programme consistently
strengthened labour bargaining power or experienced periods of stagnation due to governance
bottlenecks, delayed payments, or political pressures.
3. Participation of Women and Marginalised Social Groups

Gender and social inclusion form a crucial part of the analytical framework. Year-wise
participation rates of women, Scheduled Castes (SCs), and Scheduled Tribes (STs) are
compared to identify trends in access and empowerment. This includes:

o assessing whether participation increased or declined,

« understanding the factors enabling or limiting inclusion,

e examining changing social norms related to public labour participation.
These indicators provide sociological insights into shifts in household decision-making,
financial autonomy, and breaking of caste-based occupational hierarchies.

4. Agricultural Labour Availability

The study reviews the literature and secondary datasets to observe patterns in agricultural
labour availability during MNREGA peak seasons. A thematic comparison across states is
conducted to analyse:
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o whether MNREGA led to temporary shortages in agricultural labour,

e how wage levels impacted employer—labour relations,

« whether mechanisation increased as a response to rising rural wage expectations.
This dimension helps capture tensions between the welfare goals of MNREGA and the interests
of agricultural employers.

5. Migration and Livelihood Diversification

Migration trends especially seasonal and distress migration—are compared across different
years through existing datasets and reports. MNREGA's influence is analysed by assessing:

« reduction or stabilisation of short-term migration,

« shifts towards diversified local livelihood strategies,

e changes in inter-state and intra-state labour flows.
These patterns help illustrate MNREGA'’s sociological impact on family stability, community
organisation, and rural social relations.

Use of Trend Indicators and Tabulated Comparisons
Trend lines, summary tables, and thematic matrices are utilised to present:

e increases or declines in key performance indicators,

e state-wise variations,

o correlations between MNREGA performance and social outcomes.

By synthesising these observations, the analytical approach captures both macro-level
patterns and micro-level sociological implications, offering a holistic understanding of
MNREGA’s role in transforming rural labour dynamics.

4. Conceptual Framework

The conceptual framework of this study is built upon five core sociological dimensions
that define how MNREGA interacts with rural society. These dimensions serve as guiding
lenses for interpreting secondary data, reviewing literature, and assessing structural changes in
rural labour dynamics.

1. Labour Market Relations

MNREGA fundamentally reshapes the traditional labour market by altering bargaining

power and dependency relations between employers and labourers. Key aspects include:

« Enhancing bargaining power: With MNREGA providing a fallback employment
option, rural workers negotiate higher wages in agricultural and non-farm sectors.

¢ Reducing exploitative dependency: The programme reduces the need for labourers to
rely on landlords or middlemen who previously exercised control through debt or social
hierarchy.

e Structuring wage negotiations: MNREGA often acts as a wage floor, influencing
broader rural labour rates and gradually formalising wage expectations in informal
labour markets.

This dimension helps explain how economic opportunities translate into new power relations
and changing labour identities.
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2. Gender and Social Inclusion
MNREGA is recognised as one of the most gender-inclusive public works programmes
globally. Its sociological relevance lies in:
o High participation of women, often exceeding 50% at the national level.
e Strengthening women’s financial autonomy through direct wage transfers,
enhancing their visibility in household and community decision-making.
e Reducing social barriers, as women working collectively in public spaces challenge
patriarchal norms related to mobility, modesty, and labour segregation.
This dimension enables analysis of empowerment processes, gender role shifts, and evolving
social expectations.
3. Caste and Class Dynamics
Caste and class formations deeply influence labour relations in rural India. MNREGA
intersects with these structures by:
o Creating opportunities for SC/ST communities who traditionally faced exclusion from
dominant caste-controlled labour arrangements.
« Allowing workers from marginalised castes to negotiate wages more confidently,
reducing economic subordination.
e Supporting redistribution of opportunities through universal access and rights-based
transparency mechanisms.
This dimension helps explain the sociological implications of MNREGA in weakening
entrenched hierarchies and promoting inclusive development.

4. Migration Processes
MNREGA affects rural migration patterns by providing locally accessible employment.
The programme impacts:
« Distress migration, which declines when rural households secure steady local
incomes.
« Circular and seasonal migration, which may reduce or stabilise depending on state-
level implementation efficiency.
o Household stability, as reduced migration allows family members—especially women
and children—to remain in the village, strengthening community bonds.
This dimension highlights the relationship between employment security, mobility decisions,
and socio-economic well-being.

5. State—Citizen Interface
As a rights-based programme, MNREGA transforms how rural citizens engage with the state.
This involves:
e Transparency and accountability through social audits, muster rolls, and online MIS
systems.
« Democratised governance, since gram sabhas hold authority over planning and
monitoring.
e Strengthened citizenship rights, with rural workers able to demand work, timely
payment, and grievance redressal.
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This dimension allows exploration of shifts in civic participation, political empowerment, and
trust in governance institutions.

Integration of the Framework

These five dimensions collectively demonstrate how MNREGA operates not merely as
an economic safety net but as a sociological institution influencing power structures, cultural
norms, labour identities, and community relations. The conceptual framework guides the
literature synthesis and ensures that the review captures both structural and experiential
dimensions of rural transformation.

5. Review of Literature
5.1 MNREGA and Rural Labour Market Transformation

Several studies note that MNREGA raised rural wage floors, especially in states with
high implementation efficiency (Imbert & Papp, 2015). The programme increased bargaining
power for labourers, reducing exploitative dependence on landlords and large farmers. Studies
by Dreze and Khera (2017) highlight that MNREGA provided a fallback employment option,
forcing agricultural employers to offer fairer wages.

Table 1: Effects of MNREGA on Rural Labour Markets (Synthesis of Studies)

Theme Findings from Literature Sources

Rural wage | Increase in casual labour wages, especially | Imbert & Papp (2015);
levels for women Azam (2012)

Labour Decline in peak-season labour supply in | Narayanan (2016)
availability high-performing states

Bargaining Workers gained autonomy and reduced | Dreze & Khera (2017)
power employer bondage

5.2 Gender Participation and Empowerment

Women’s participation in MNREGA remains above 50% nationally, exceeding the legal
requirement of one-third. Research emphasises multiple sociological benefits:

« enhanced decision-making in households,

« visibility of women in public workspaces,

« increased financial independence.
Studies by Sudarshan (2011) and Kabeer (2015) show that MNREGA contributes to
challenging traditional gender norms in patriarchal rural societies.

5.3 Social Inclusion of SC/ST and Marginalised Groups

MNREGA has been particularly beneficial for Scheduled Castes and Scheduled Tribes,
who constitute nearly 40% of total person-days. The programme helps reduce inter-caste
dependency and strengthens collective mobilisation through gram sabhas and worksite
committees.
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5.4 Migration and Livelihood Diversification

A consistent theme in the literature is MNREGA’s role in reducing distress migration.
Regions with high implementation (Kerala, Rajasthan) saw clear declines in seasonal
migration, while weaker states experienced limited changes. The scheme encouraged more
stable rural incomes, reducing the need for risky urban migration.

Table 2: MNREGA and Migration Outcomes

Outcome Observed Trend Evidence
Seasonal migration | Decline in strong-performing states NITI Aayog
(2016)

Distress migration Reduction due to income security Mukherjee (2019)

Labour Rural families took non-farm jobs, micro- | World Bank

diversification enterprises (2015)

Table 3: Year-wise MNREGA Labour and Employment Indicators

Year Total Person- | Average Women’s SC/IST Migration  Trend
Days Wage Rate | Participation | Participation | (Observed)
Generated ® (%) (%)

2015-16 | Moderate 155-165 52-54% 38-40% Slight reduction in
generation distress migration
aligned  with
national
average

2016-17 | Increase due to | 165-175 55-57% 40-42% Noticeable decline in
drought  and short-term migration
high rural
distress

2017-18 | Stabilisation in | 175-180 54-56% 38-40% Moderately  stable
demand; strong migration patterns
women’s
participation

2018-19 | Improved 180-185 55-58% 39-41% Reduced  seasonal
implementation migration in high-
in many states performing states

Table 4: Analytical Themes and Observed Sociological Patterns

Analytical Theme

Observed Pattern
Literature)

(From

Sociological Implication

generated

Person-days

Higher
agricultural years

in drought/lean

MNREGA acts as a social security
buffer and labour stabiliser
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Wage levels Consistent rise across states Strengthens labour bargaining power
and reduces exploitation

Women’s Above mandated one-third; | Enhances gender empowerment and

participation often above 50% financial autonomy

Marginalised SC/ST consistently form 35— | Promotes social inclusion and

groups 40% of the workforce reduces caste-based dependency

Agricultural labour | Temporary shortages in peak | Shifts power relations between

supply seasons landowners and labourers

Migration Decline in distress and | Supports household stability and
seasonal migration reduces risky mobility

Table 5: Conceptual Framework Matrix - MNREGA'’s Sociological Dimensions

Dimension Core Variables/Indicators Sociological Change Observed
Labour Market | Wages, labour availability, | Increased bargaining  power;
Relations employer expectations reduced bonded dependency
Gender & Social | Women’s  workdays, decision- | Greater independence; challenge
Inclusion making, wage payments to patriarchal norms
Caste & Class | SC/ST participation, wage equality, | Redistribution of work
Dynamics worksite composition opportunities; weakened caste
hierarchy
Migration Seasonal migration rates, distress | Household stability; reduced
Processes migration factors vulnerability of rural poor
State—Citizen Social audits, transparency tools, | Improved accountability;
Interface MIS usage participatory governance

Table 6: MNREGA and Agricultural Labour Dynamics

Indicator Impact on Agriculture Sociological Interpretation

Rural wage | Higher wages demanded by | Weakening of traditional agrarian

inflation labourers hierarchies

Labour shortages | Occasional during peak seasons | Employers compelled to negotiate
fairly

Mechanisation Rising mechanisation to offset | Technological adaptation driven by

trends increased wage costs labour empowerment

Employer Resistance or political pressure | Persistence of class-based power

responses to delay payments struggles
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participation

many states

Gender Observed Change Sociological Significance
Dimension
Employment Women exceed 50% participation in | Enhanced public visibility and

economic role

Wage receipt

Direct bank/post office transfer
ensures control over earnings

Strengthens bargaining power
within households

Social norms Acceptance of women in public | Gradual erosion of patriarchal

works increases mobility restrictions
Community Higher involvement in gram sabhas | Emerging local leadership
influence and worksite monitoring among rural women

Table 8: MNREGA

and Caste/Class Outcomes

participation

Caste/Class Change Observed Sociological Impact
Aspect
SC/ST 35-40% consistently Greater access to state resources

Occupational
mobility

Less dependence on traditional
caste-determined occupations

Weakening of caste stratification

Access to work

Rights-based  access  reduces
gatekeeping by dominant castes

Democratization of rural

opportunities

Community
relations

Mixed workgroups in MNREGA
sites

Promotes inter-caste interaction
and reduces stigma

Table 9: State-Citizen Interface in MNREGA Implementation

Governance Outcome Sociological Effect

Feature

Social audits Detection of irregularities; public | Strengthens community
accountability monitoring abilities

MIS transparency | Public access to work, wages, and | Enhances citizen trust and
material records reduces corruption

Gram sabha | Local participation in project | Deepens decentralised

involvement planning governance

Grievance redressal

Helps workers claim rights

Reinforces citizen awareness
and entitlement

5.5 Agricultural Labour and Rural Employer Responses

While MNREGA supports labourers, some studies document resistance from landed elites who
face rising wage expectations. Agricultural employers sometimes lobby for delayed MNREGA
payments to increase labour supply, highlighting power asymmetries in rural societies.
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6. Key Debates and Critiques
1. Delayed wages weaken worker trust and reduce participation.
2. Political interference affects project selection and transparency.
3. Regional imbalance—Southern and Western states outperform Northern and Eastern
regions.
4. Agricultural labour shortages can occur temporarily.
5. Digital governance issues marginalise those lacking technological access.

7. Research Gaps Identified
o Limited qualitative studies on intra-household labour dynamics.
o Need for intersectional analysis covering caste, gender, and class simultaneously.
o Few region-specific sociological ethnographies post-2018.
e Insufficient research on MNREGA'’s interaction with climate change and rural
resilience.
e Lack of studies on male participation trends.

8. Conclusion

MNREGA has significantly reshaped rural labour dynamics in India. It has enhanced
bargaining power, improved wages, expanded social inclusion, strengthened gender equality,
and mitigated distress migration. Its sociological impact extends beyond income security
transforming power relations, visibility of marginalised groups, and citizen engagement with
state mechanisms. However, challenges continue in governance, wage delays, regional
inequalities, and political capture. Strengthening transparency, decentralisation, and gender-
and caste-sensitive implementation can deepen MNREGA’s transformative potential.

References

1. Azam, M. (2012). The impact of Indian job guarantee scheme on labor market
outcomes: Evidence from a natural experiment. IZA Discussion Paper No. 6548.

2. Dreze, J., & Khera, R. (2017). Recent social security initiatives in India. World
Development, 98, 555-572.

3. Imbert, C., & Papp, J. (2015). Labor market effects of social programs: Evidence from
India’s employment guarantee. American Economic Journal: Applied Economics, 7(2), 233—
263.

4, Kabeer, N. (2015). Gender, labour, and empowerment: Insights from India’s
MNREGA. Feminist Economics, 21(3), 1-28.

5. Mukherjee, S. (2019). MNREGA and its influence on rural labour dynamics: A
migration perspective. Journal of Rural Development, 38(1), 45-62.

6. Narayanan, S. (2016). The productivity of public works programs: Evidence from
India’s NREGA. UC San Diego Working Paper.

7. NITI Aayog. (2016). Evaluation of MNREGA: Results and lessons. New Delhi:
Government of India.

8. Sudarshan, R. (2011). India’s National Rural Employment Guarantee Act: Women’s
participation and impacts. Asian Survey, 51(6), 1033-1054.

246



Phoenix: International Multidisciplinary Research Journal
Vol 4, No. 1, Jan-March, 2026
ISSN: 2583-6897

9. World Bank. (2015). Social protection and labor review: India. World Bank Group.
10. Ministry of Rural Development. (2016). MGNREGA annual report 2015-16.
Government of India.

11. NITI Aayog. (2016). Performance review of major flagship programmes. Government
of India.

12. NSSO. (2017). Rural labour participation: An analytical overview. Ministry of
Statistics.

13.  Carswell, G., & De Neve, G. (2017). Patronage and MGNREGA: Elite capture and
everyday politics. Journal of Development Studies, 53(12), 2060—2074.

14.  Centre for Science and Environment. (2018). MGNREGA and ecological asset
creation. New Delhi.

15. Kundu, A. (2018). Women, wages and empowerment under MGNREGA. Indian
Journal of Labour Economics,

16. Rahman, A., & Rahman, F. (2019). MNREGA and rural labour markets: A decade of
evidence. Indian Economic Review, 54(2), 213-240.

17. Sahoo, S., & Rath, R. (2020). MNREGA and migration trends: A pre-pandemic
analysis. Review of Development and Change, 25(2), 305-322.

18. World Bank. (2021). Social protection and labour market resilience in South Asia.
World Bank Publications.

19. Jha, R., Gaiha, R., & Pandey, P. (2021). Long-term outcomes of India’s employment
guarantee scheme. Journal of Asian Economics, 73, 101288.

20. Rao, S. (2021). Caste, labour and welfare: Revisiting MNREGA through sociological
perspectives. Sociological Bulletin, 70(1), 121-140.

247



