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Abstract 
This study examines the dynamics of agrarian change and livelihood diversification in Semboothi, a village located in the Ponnamaravathi block of Pudukottai district, Tamil Nadu. Drawing on primary data from a detailed household survey covering 100 households (462 individuals) across six caste groups, the research investigates the intersection of caste, migration, education, and occupational shifts within a transforming rural economy. The study highlights the persistence of caste-based occupational structures, uneven access to education, and disparities in income and migration benefits.
The findings indicate significant livelihood diversification beyond agriculture, with rural households engaging in non-farm activities such as construction work, driving, hotel services, finance companies, and small businesses. Migration has emerged as a strategic response to agrarian distress, low profitability of small-scale farming, and aspirations for upward mobility. Among landholding households, about 27% reported at least one member migrating for work, even when they owned land with irrigation sources, signifying a decline in agriculture as a viable primary livelihood. Migration has led to a marked increase in household income—on average, 55.6% higher than that of non-migrant households.
Educational attainment also varies significantly by caste and generation, with scheduled castes and Muslims reporting improvements across generations, though disparities persist. Our analysis reinforces previous findings (e.g., Breman, 2007; Mosse et al., 2002) on the limits of agrarian-based livelihoods and the structural persistence of caste inequalities in rural South India.
This study contributes to a growing body of literature on agrarian transition, rural restructuring, and the role of caste and migration in livelihood reconfiguration. It argues for a more nuanced understanding of rural transformation that recognizes the interplay of caste, class, education, and migration in shaping contemporary rural livelihoods. The paper concludes with implications for rural policy and suggests the need for inclusive development strategies that address the constraints of historically marginalized communities
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Introduction 
The Indian rural landscape is undergoing profound transformation, driven by structural changes in agriculture, urbanization, and the reorientation of rural labour markets. The classic image of the village as an agrarian economy is being steadily eroded by non-farm employment, educational expansion, and increasing rural-to-urban migration. While such changes are evident across India, their manifestation is highly localized and mediated by social structures such as caste, land ownership, and access to education and credit (Ramachandran & Rawal, 2010; Harris-White, 2003). This study contributes to this discourse by exploring agrarian change and livelihood diversification in Semboothi, a medium-sized village in the Ponnamaravathi block of Pudukottai district in Tamil Nadu.
Tamil Nadu, often hailed for its welfare-oriented development trajectory, presents a complex picture of rural transformation. Although the state has witnessed a relative decline in the agricultural workforce, the pace and nature of this change vary across regions and social groups (Vaidyanathan, 2010). In Semboothi village, our primary survey of 100 households across six caste groups reveals critical insights into how rural livelihoods are reconfiguring in response to declining agricultural returns, shrinking farm sizes, and limited irrigation. The village presents an ideal case to examine how caste and landownership intersect with education and migration to shape differential livelihood strategies.
Recent scholarship highlights that while agriculture is no longer the primary occupation for many rural households, the non-farm sector remains precarious and exclusionary (Breman, 2007; Jodhka, 2014). In this context, caste continues to structure access to opportunities, particularly for Dalits and other historically marginalized communities. The role of migration, often perceived as a means of economic mobility, also varies across caste and landholding status. Migration decisions are influenced not only by economic necessity but also by aspirations and perceived dignity of labour, as shown by studies like Mosse et al. (2002) and Deshingkar & Start (2003).
Objectives of the Study
1. To trace the pattern of agrarian change in Semboothi village and its impact on household livelihoods.
2. To examine the extent and nature of livelihood diversification across caste groups.
3. To analyze the role of migration as a livelihood strategy, especially among landholding households.
4. To assess educational attainment across generations and its influence on occupational mobility.
5. To investigate income disparities between migrant and non-migrant households.
3. Methodology
This study employed a mixed-methods approach to examine rural agrarian transformation and livelihood diversification in Semboothi village, located in Ponnamaravathi Block of Pudukottai district, Tamil Nadu. Primary data were collected through a structured household survey conducted in early 2024, covering 100 households comprising 462 individuals. Stratified purposive sampling was used to ensure representation across six caste groups: Ambalakarar, Chettiyar, Konar, Maravar, Muslim, and Scheduled Castes (SC).
The questionnaire captured a wide range of variables, including demographic characteristics, educational attainment, occupational profiles, landholding status, migration patterns, and income levels. The data were entered into Excel and analyzed using descriptive statistics and comparative metrics, focusing on intra- and inter-caste variations. Migration was analyzed in terms of both household incidence and associated income differentials. Income disparities between migrant and non-migrant households were calculated to measure the impact of mobility on household economic wellbeing.
Secondary data, including census reports and prior academic studies, were used to contextualize findings and validate observed trends. The research also incorporates theoretical insights from scholars such as Ellis (2000), who emphasizes livelihood diversification as a coping strategy in rural economies, and Breman (2013), who critiques agrarian distress and informal labor migration in India.
4. Results and Discussion
	Caste
	No of HH
	No Members
	Average Family Size
	No of workers
	labour per family
	Avg Age
	Min Age
	Max Age
	Female 
%
	Avg Education Years
	Income 
per 
person
/year

	Ambalaharar
	29
	142
	4.90
	45
	3.16
	33.98
	2
	90
	47.18
	8.2
	46986

	Chettiyar
	9
	35
	3.89
	18
	1.94
	34.31
	1
	70
	45.71
	8.57
	66657

	Konar
	19
	91
	4.79
	28
	3.25
	35.54
	1
	87
	40.66
	8.62
	58703

	Maravar
	15
	83
	5.53
	25
	3.32
	36.2
	1
	77
	46.43
	8.66
	49940

	Muslim
	8
	30
	3.75
	11
	2.73
	41.13
	1
	66
	40
	11.2
	70800

	SC
	20
	81
	4.05
	27
	3
	35.74
	2
	75
	50.62
	9.44
	63731

	Total
	100
	462
	4.62
	148
	3.12
	36.15
	1.3
	77.5
	45.1
	9.1
	59459


4.1 Demographic and Educational Profile
The demographic composition of Semboothi village reflects typical rural South Indian patterns but reveals important caste-specific variations in household structure, gender ratio, and educational attainment. Based on data from 100 households comprising 462 individuals, the average family size was 4.62. However, there were significant inter-caste differences: Maravar households had the largest average size (5.53 members), followed by Ambalakarar (4.9), whereas Muslim and Chettiyar families were relatively smaller, averaging 3.75 and 3.89 
Table 1: Demographic details of Survey village 
Source: Authors field survey 2025.
members respectively. These variations may reflect cultural norms around family structure and differing stages in demographic transition across caste groups (Desai & Dubey, 2012).
The sex ratio was skewed, with women accounting for only 45.1% of the surveyed population.Such underrepresentation may reflect either demographic imbalances or sampling factors, but it is broadly consistent with the persistence of gender disparities in rural Tamil Nadu, where patriarchal norms influence household composition and access to resources (Krishnaraj, 2007).
Educational attainment across the village is encouraging at first glance, with an overall average of 9.1 years of schooling. Yet, caste-wise disaggregation reveals striking patterns of social inequality and mobility. Muslim and Scheduled Caste (SC) households report higher average education years—11.2 and 9.44 respectively—compared to Ambalakarar (8.2) and Maravar (8.66), suggesting that historically marginalized communities are making notable strides in formal education, possibly due to targeted welfare schemes, urban migration exposure, and aspirations for mobility through schooling.
Table 2: Educational attainment of villagers across the age group
	Caste
	Gender
	No of Young
	Young Average Education
	No of Middle
	Middle Average Education
	No of Senior
	Senior Average Education
	No of Elder
	Elder Average Education
	Young 
vs Senior Change

	Ambalahar
	Female
	26
	7.9
	24
	10.3
	10
	7.2
	7
	5
	9.40%

	 
	Male
	30
	6.6
	24
	10.8
	14
	8.4
	6
	4
	-21.70%

	Chettiyar
	Female
	5
	8.8
	9
	8.8
	2
	8
	0
	NA
	10.00%

	 
	Male
	6
	8.2
	7
	10.3
	5
	6.8
	1
	6
	20.10%

	Konar
	Female
	12
	12.6
	13
	9.5
	10
	6.5
	3
	5
	93.50%

	 
	Male
	23
	7.4
	14
	11.8
	12
	6.7
	4
	3.5
	10.80%

	Maravar
	Female
	14
	7.2
	14
	10.6
	11
	7.3
	1
	6
	-0.80%

	 
	Male
	16
	9.6
	12
	11.2
	9
	7.6
	6
	4.8
	26.50%

	Muslim
	Female
	1
	0
	5
	15
	6
	8.2
	0
	NA
	-100.0%

	 
	Male
	1
	15
	9
	13.3
	7
	9.7
	1
	9
	54.50%

	SC
	Female
	12
	9.2
	14
	11.4
	12
	6.8
	4
	5.2
	37.00%

	 
	Male
	16
	10.5
	11
	12.7
	10
	7.5
	2
	4.5
	40.00%


Source: Authors field Survey-2025
Age-disaggregated data further underscores a clear generational shift in educational achievement. Young SC males, for instance, average 10.5 years of schooling, compared to just 7.5 years for their senior counterparts—a 40% increase. Similarly, young Konar females average 12.6 years, the highest across all subgroups, indicating not only gender progress but also significant investment in education among socially aspirational intermediary castes. These trends resonate with the findings of Jeffrey, Jeffrey, and Jeffrey (2008), who note that rural youth across India increasingly view education as a means of social mobility, though the actual returns to education remain contingent on caste, gender, and regional factors.
Interestingly, not all caste groups exhibit upward educational mobility. Ambalakarar males, for example, show a 21.7% decline in educational attainment between senior and youth cohorts, while Maravar females show stagnation (−0.8%). These patterns reflect persistent barriers to education among certain caste groups, often due to agrarian responsibilities, local power dynamics, or lack of institutional support. Scholars such as Still (2011) argue that while education has expanded in rural India, its benefits are not evenly distributed, especially where entrenched caste hierarchies restrict opportunities.
The emerging educational landscape in Semboothi thus presents a complex picture: while many communities are leveraging schooling to break caste ceilings, others remain locked in cycles of disadvantage. It suggests that policies focused only on universal access may be insufficient without addressing caste-specific structural constraints that affect educational continuity and outcomes.

Table 3: Migration of village Household
	Caste
	No of HH
	No Members
	Average Family Size
	No HH members Migrated
	% of Migration to Total HH
	Annual Income

	Ambalakarar
	29
	142
	4.90
	25
	86.21
	143080

	Chettiyar
	9
	35
	3.89
	9
	100
	142888

	Konar
	19
	91
	4.79
	21
	110.53
	151666

	Maravar
	15
	83
	5.53
	20
	133.3
	142500

	Muslim
	8
	30
	3.75
	10
	125
	172500

	SC
	20
	81
	4.05
	15
	75
	202666


Source: Authors field’s survey-2025
4.2 Occupational Diversification and Livelihood Dynamics
The occupational profile of Semboothi village, as shown in Table 6, vividly illustrates a pronounced diversification of livelihoods beyond traditional agrarian work. Of the 148 working individuals surveyed across caste groups, a substantial proportion are now engaged in non-farm sectors such as transportation (drivers), construction (both local and urban), retail (shops and hotels), finance (small lending and agency services), and overseas employment (particularly in Malaysia, Singapore, and the Gulf). This shift is emblematic of broader trends in rural India, where declining agricultural profitability and lack of reliable irrigation push even land-owning households to seek alternate incomes (Vakulabharanam, 2005; Reddy & Mishra, 2010).
Caste continues to structure both access to and mobility within these occupational transitions. While landholding castes such as Chettiyars and Konars retain symbolic and partial material connections to agriculture, their younger generations are increasingly oriented toward urban-centric or migratory employment, often leveraging social networks or educational attainments. In contrast, Scheduled Caste (SC) and Muslim households—historically marginalized within the agrarian economy—exhibit relatively higher average per capita incomes due to better integration into urban labor markets and semi-formal or formal service sectors. SC workers, for instance, are employed in hotels, finance companies, carpentry, and organized retail, earning ₹135,000 to ₹180,000 annually. Likewise, Muslims reported the highest per capita income (₹70,800), with several engaged in business or overseas trading, despite owning relatively less land.
This emerging pattern validates findings by scholars like Jodhka (2012), who argues that the rural economy is not only diversifying but also "de-agrarianizing" in a socially stratified manner. While diversification offers new income opportunities, it also reproduces caste-based hierarchies of access. For instance, those working under MGNREGA or engaged in agricultural labor (often Ambalakarars and some SC households) earn as little as ₹30,000 per annum, reflecting a dual economy where some ascend into more lucrative livelihoods while others remain trapped in low-wage manual work.
Moreover, younger cohorts across caste groups exhibit higher educational attainments than elder cohorts (see Table 2), suggesting an intergenerational shift that is gradually enabling upward mobility—albeit unevenly. For example, young SC and Konar males report 10.5 and 7.4 years of schooling on average, respectively, enabling access to new occupational avenues in the service sector. However, without structural support, including skill training and job security, these transitions can remain precarious and vulnerable to market shocks (Harriss, 2013).
In sum, the livelihood landscape of Semboothi reflects both resilience and rupture. The resilience lies in the villagers’ adaptive strategies to cope with agrarian distress; the rupture lies in the erosion of agriculture as a dependable source of income, especially for smallholders. The village mirrors the “agrarian transition” described by Bernstein (2010), where rural households are increasingly becoming wage-labor dependent, often oscillating between insecure informal sector work and underpaid farm labor, with migration emerging as a key coping mechanism.
4.3 Migration and Its Economic Impact
Migration emerged as a critical livelihood strategy, with 100 individuals (21.6% of the population) migrating for work. Chettiyar, Maravar, and Konar households displayed high migration intensity (over 100% relative to household numbers), indicating multiple migrants per household. The most common destinations included Tiruchendur, Trichy, Coimbatore, and overseas locations like Malaysia and Singapore.
Table 4: Income disparity between migrant and non-migrant households
	Caste
	Non-Migrant HH Members
	Migrant HH members
	% of income increase over non migrant 

	
	No
	Annual Income
	No
	Annual Income
	

	Ambalahar
	12
	111125
	25
	143080
	28.75

	Chettiyar
	3
	112500
	9
	142888
	27.01

	Konar
	13
	83700
	21
	151666
	81.2

	Maravar
	8
	56000
	20
	142500
	154.5

	Muslim
	7
	150000
	10
	172500
	15

	SC
	11
	100777
	15
	202666
	101.1

	Average
	54
	102350
	100
	159216
	55.56


Source: Authors field’s survey-2025
The economic benefits of migration are evident in Table 4: migrant households reported 55.56% higher average income than non-migrants. The income gap was most pronounced among SC (101.1% increase) and Maravar households (154.5%), indicating migration’s transformative role in alleviating rural economic distress. This echoes Deshingkar and Start (2003), who argue that migration in India serves as both a survival and accumulation strategy.
However, Table 7 reveals that even land-owning households are opting for migration due to debt, declining agricultural profitability, and lack of irrigation. The average land size among migrating households was 1.51 acres, yet a majority cited insufficient returns or lack of interest in farming. This trend supports Reddy and Mishra's (2009) analysis that agrarian stagnation and climate vulnerability are pushing even traditional farming castes out of agriculture.
Table 5 : Migration among the land holding households in the village
	Caste
	No of HH
	Land Holding HH
	Average LH
	% Land holding HH to Total HH
	Well/
borewell owned farm HH
	% well 
to 
Landholding 
HH
	No of Landholding HH migration

	Ambalakar
	29
	18
	1.63
	62.1
	14
	77.8
	6 (33.3)

	Chettiyar
	9
	8
	1.4
	88.9
	8
	100.0
	5(62.5)

	Konar
	19
	16
	1.97
	84.2
	11
	68.8
	3 (18.7)

	Maravar
	15
	12
	1.79
	80
	9
	75.0
	4 (33.3)

	Muslim
	8
	7
	1.85
	87.5
	0
	0.0
	1 (12.5)

	SC
	20
	12
	1.35
	60
	8
	66.7
	1 (8.33)

	Total
	100
	73
	1.67
	73
	50
	68.5
	20 (27.4)


Source: Authors field’s survey-2025
4.4 Land, Water, and Agrarian Distress
Land ownership remains a crucial but increasingly fragile foundation of rural livelihoods in Semboothi village. Among the 100 surveyed households, 73 reported owning land, with an average holding size of 1.67 acres. While this suggests a relatively high incidence of land access, closer examination reveals deep structural vulnerabilities. Only 50 of the 73 landholding households had access to private sources of irrigation, such as wells or borewells, underscoring the dependence on erratic rainfall for a significant proportion of cultivators. Notably, Scheduled Caste (SC) and Muslim households had the lowest access to well irrigation, pointing to intra-village inequalities in resource distribution and infrastructure. This limited access to water severely constrains cropping intensity and agricultural returns, compounding the challenges posed by declining soil fertility, rising input costs, and uncertain market prices. These findings echo national-level observations reported by the National Sample Survey Organisation (NSSO), which highlight that small and marginal farmers, especially those cultivating under rainfed conditions, face disproportionately higher risks of crop failure and debt (NSSO, 2014).
Perhaps most telling is the pattern of migration among landowning households. The fact that 27.4% of landholders in the village have engaged in seasonal or long-term migration suggests that owning land alone is no longer sufficient to ensure agrarian viability. This aligns with the broader literature on the erosion of the agrarian question in India, as articulated by scholars like C.H. Hanumantha Rao (2005), who argue that the structural crisis in agriculture—driven by land fragmentation, lack of irrigation infrastructure, withdrawal of state support, and rising cultivation costs—is forcing rural households to seek livelihoods beyond farming. In this context, land is no longer a secure asset but often a burden that fails to generate adequate returns. The Semboothi case illustrates a growing agrarian distress, wherein even those with cultivable land are pushed to diversify their incomes through migration, wage labor, or non-farm 
Table 6: Occupational Details of village household members
	S.No
	Caste
	Occupation
	Total Members
	Min Income
	Max Income
	Avg Income

	1
	Ambalaharar
	Driver
	2
	₹150,000
	₹180,000
	165000

	2
	Ambalaharar
	Finance company
	2
	₹150,000
	₹150,000
	150000

	3
	Ambalaharar
	Hotel
	5
	₹124,000
	₹162,000
	147200

	4
	Ambalaharar
	Finance Company
	3
	₹132,000
	₹144,000
	136000

	5
	Ambalaharar
	Shop
	4
	₹96,000
	₹150,000
	115500

	6
	Ambalaharar
	Carpenter
	4
	₹108,000
	₹108,000
	108000

	7
	Ambalaharar
	Farmer
	2
	₹95,000
	₹96,000
	95500

	8
	Ambalaharar
	Agricultural labourer
	3
	₹90,000
	₹90,000
	90000

	9
	Ambalaharar
	100 days work
	20
	₹30,000
	₹30,000
	30000

	10
	Chettiyar
	Construction worker
	4
	₹126,000
	₹252,000
	193500

	11
	Chettiyar
	Driver
	2
	₹160,000
	₹162,000
	161000

	12
	Chettiyar
	Shop
	4
	₹96,000
	₹144,000
	120000

	13
	Chettiyar
	Farmer
	2
	₹100,000
	₹125,000
	112500

	14
	Chettiyar
	Agricultural labourer
	2
	₹90,000
	₹90,000
	90000

	15
	Chettiyar
	100 days work
	4
	₹30,000
	₹30,000
	30000

	16
	Konar
	Driver
	2
	₹196,000
	₹215,000
	205500

	17
	Konar
	Company
	3
	₹180,000
	₹180,000
	180000

	18
	Konar
	Hotel
	4
	₹126,000
	₹180,000
	157500

	19
	Konar
	Shop
	3
	₹102,000
	₹132,000
	118000

	20
	Konar
	Farmer
	3
	₹95,000
	₹120,000
	105000

	21
	Konar
	Bakery
	2
	₹96,000
	₹96,000
	96000

	22
	Konar
	100 days work
	11
	₹30,000
	₹30,000
	30000

	23
	Maravar
	Construction worker
	4
	₹180,000
	₹288,000
	243000

	24
	Maravar
	Medical shop
	2
	₹126,000
	₹126,000
	126000

	25
	Maravar
	Shop
	7
	₹96,000
	₹114,000
	104571

	26
	Maravar
	Farmer
	2
	₹95,000
	₹96,000
	95500

	27
	Maravar
	100 days work
	10
	₹30,000
	₹30,000
	30000

	28
	Muslim
	Textile shop
	2
	₹144,000
	₹144,000
	144000

	29
	Muslim
	Shop, Ponnamaravathi
	3
	₹108,000
	₹180,000
	132000

	30
	SC
	Company
	3
	₹180,000
	₹180,000
	180000

	31
	SC
	Hotel
	5
	₹144,000
	₹216,000
	169200

	32
	SC
	Finance Company
	2
	₹132,000
	₹138,000
	135000

	33
	SC
	Carpenter
	2
	₹108,000
	₹108,000
	108000

	34
	SC
	Farmer
	2
	₹95,000
	₹110,000
	102500

	35
	SC
	Agricultural labourer
	2
	₹90,000
	₹90,000
	90000

	36
	SC
	100 days work
	11
	₹30,000
	₹30,000
	30000

	 
	Total
	148
	Average
	120165


Source: Authors field’s survey-2025
employment. This trend calls into question the sustainability of smallholder farming under current policy regimes and highlights the urgent need for renewed investment in rural infrastructure, equitable access to irrigation, and institutional support for marginal cultivators.
Table 7: Reason for migration among Landholding Households
	S.No
	Caste
	Migration to
	Reason for Migration
	Number of Households
	Avg Land Size (acres)
	Avg. Annual Income

	1
	Ambalahar
	Kanya Kumari
	Profit is not enough to run the family.
	1
	1
	150000

	2
	Ambalahar
	Malaysia
	5 years before done farming. Because of that debt ridden.
	1
	2.5
	162000

	3
	Ambalahar
	Singapore
	Not interested in agriculture.
	1
	2
	180000

	4
	Ambalahar
	Tiruchendur
	-No strength to do farming.
	1
	1
	126000

	5
	Ambalahar
	Trichy
	No agricultural background.
	1
	1
	144000

	6
	Ambalahar
	Trichy
	Not interested in agriculture.
	1
	2
	162000

	7
	Chettiyar
	Malaysia
	Agriculture is not a means to earn good income.
	1
	1
	162000

	8
	Chettiyar
	Malaysia
	Debt ridden due to loss in agriculture done by his father.
	1
	1
	108000

	9
	Chettiyar
	Malaysia
	Income is not enough.
	1
	1
	152000

	10
	Chettiyar
	Malaysia
	Income is not upto the expect range.
	1
	2
	160000

	11
	Chettiyar
	Trichy
	11 years of no rainfall so no irrigation source.
	1
	0.75
	132000

	12
	Konar
	Chennai
	Hierarchical migrant.
	1
	1.5
	180000

	13
	Konar
	Coimbatore
	No profit.
	1
	1
	162000

	14
	Konar
	Trichy
	Not from agricultural background.
	1
	2
	162000

	15
	Maravar
	Dubai
	Met a loss due to no income.
	1
	2
	168000

	16
	Maravar
	Singapore
	Debt ridden so gone abroad.
	1
	2
	152000

	17
	Maravar
	Singapore
	Income from agriculture is alone not enough to run the family.
	1
	1
	162000

	18
	Maravar
	Tiruppur
	Not interested in agriculture.
	1
	1.5
	114000

	19
	SC
	Thirumayam
	15 years before done farming.Now no water.
	1
	2.5
	162000

	 
	 
	 
	 
	19
	1.51
	152631


Source: Authors field’s survey-2025
5. Conclusion
This study offers an empirical snapshot of rural transformation in Semboothi village, underscoring the interconnected dynamics of caste, education, migration, and agrarian change. The findings suggest that:
1. Caste-based disparities persist across income, education, and occupational mobility, though marginalized groups like SCs and Muslims are making strides through migration and education.
2. Agricultural livelihoods are declining, not only due to ecological constraints and economic non-viability but also due to aspirations for non-farm employment.
3. Migration—both internal and overseas—has emerged as a key strategy for economic mobility, particularly among land-poor and landless groups.
In sum, Semboothi exemplifies the broader shifts in rural Tamil Nadu and India at large, where caste, capital, and capability intersect to determine livelihood trajectories. Future policy interventions must address structural inequalities in education, land access, and irrigation, while enabling safe, equitable migration pathways. Strengthening rural non-farm employment and agrarian resilience is crucial to sustaining livelihoods in such transitional villages.
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