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There are a number of existing studies of comparative productivity and income over the period since the late nineteenth century for members of today’s rich-country convergence club (Pilat, 1993; Broadberry, 1998; Broadberry and Irwin, 2007). However, to identify the forces making for economic success, it is also important to examine the experience of countries which have remained less developed and compare them with the experience of the rich world. This paper considers the experience of India since 1870 in comparison with the United Kingdom. An Anglo-Indian comparison is feasible because much statistical information was collected in India during the period of British rule before 1947, in a form which is relatively easy to compare with Britain. The comparison is also made possible by the impressive reconstruction of the Indian historical national accounts by Sivasubramonian (2000). The Anglo-Indian comparison is also of particular interest because of the recent emergence of India as a fast-growing tiger economy based on services rather than industry, in striking contrast to the case of China (Bosworth and Collins, 2007).


The comparative labour productivity performance can be summarised as follows. Around 1870, output per worker in India was about 15 per cent of the UK level in the economy as a whole, and fluctuated around this level until the end of the 1920s.Between 1929 and 1950, Indian labour productivity fell below 10 per cent of the UK level, where it remained until the 1970s. Since the 1970s, India has begun to catch up on the United Kingdom, but by the end of the twentieth century was still further behind than in the early 1870s. Looking at the sectoral aspects of this relative decline, it is clear that agriculture lies at the heart of India’s productivity problem. Whereas in 1870 Indian labour productivity in agriculture was at more than 10 per cent of the UK level, by 1999/2000 this had fallen to around 1 per cent. In industry, Indian labour productivity has been stationary, returning to around 15 per cent of the British level, although there have also been substantial periods of deviation from this long run level. In services, there has been a trend improvement from around 15 per cent of the UK level in the late nineteenth century to around 30 per cent by the late twentieth century. Since agriculture accounted for around three-quarters of the Indian labour force between the 1870s and the 1970s, and still 65 per cent at the end of the twentieth century, it is clear that India needs to drastically increase agricultural labour productivity if it is to improve its overall productivity performance. The sectoral results also suggest that India’s recent experience of service-led growth has long historical roots (Bosworth and Collins, 2007).


The paper proceeds as follows. Section II sets out the basic data sources and methods, analysing the time series evidence on growth rates in the two countries and showing how to combine this with the cross-sectional evidence on comparative levels of income and productivity calculated at purchasing power parity. The results of the sectoral productivity comparison and the differences in the sectoral distribution of the labour force are then presented in section III. This is then followed in section IV by an analysis of differences in the share of the population in the labour force and the implications for comparative levels of per capita income. Section V then considers ways of cross-checking the results, while section VI concludes.
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