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ABSTRACT 

Migration is referred in History from ancient times.  Historically populations have moved individually or 

in groups for a variety of reasons, from the economic to the socio- political. Conceptually migration may 

be defined as movement of anindividual from one place to another, within or outside an administrative 

unit, wishing to live permanently or briefly.Throughout human history, movement of people is considered 

to be a testament to one’s will to succeed against adversity and to live a better life. 

The trade liberalization in India has created preference for woman as they provide for cheaper and 

cooperative labour force. It has led to women migrating alone or withfamilies for availing the newly 

found opportunity.   The rural migrant women are held up in binary identity categories of rural/urban 

and traditional/modern with questionable morale, leaving very little room to re-examine their place and 

identity inside their family and society.  

There are few protective mechanisms available for migrants and the awareness regarding the same as 

well are minimum and less spoken about. The much touted protective legislation theInter-State Migrant 

Workers Act, 1979 aim to safeguard migrantsis hardly enforced. 
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INTRODUCTION 

Migration and Existential question are found to be connected in the annals of History.  Migration and 

outward movement of people is high in places that haveshortage of rain or suffer from floods or 

unresolved social and political conflict and places withhigh population density.  Poverty, lack of work 
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options and the availability of work elsewhere are considered to be the fundamental trigger and the pull 

for rural migration respectively.  There are several research studies on migrations that consider the 

experience of migrants in general but the impact of migration on women is largely ignored. Women are 

considered to be dependent migrants even though in many migrant families they are the primary wage 

earners. They are employed in several low paid informal jobs but make essential contribution to the 

survival of the family members, to parents and siblings before marriage and their husband and children 

after wedding. This paper is an exploratory study, the search for identity and place in society by the inter-

state migrant women workers 

MIGRANT WOMEN WORKERS OF INDIA 

In India, people move from the states with less per capita income to states with higher per capita income, 

higher wages and better opportunities. The states of UP and Bihar are prevalentlyknown for rural 

emigration  for decades and newer regions of  Odisha, Madhya Pradesh, Rajasthan and North Eastern 

sisters have become suppliers of  manual labour throughout India. Among the largestestablishments of 

migrant workers isthe construction (40 million), household work (20 million), textile business (11 

million), transportation, brick work (10 million), mines & quarries and agricultural labour. 

Internal Migrationis much greater in proportion than external or international migration in India.It is in 

response to variety of social, economic, cultural and demographic factors. The World Economic Forum's 

report on Migration and Cities states,―Inter-state migration in India hasincreased twice, during the first 

decade of this millennium in comparison to the earlierdecade of 1991-2001‖.  ―Pune and Surat are the 

most affected places in the region of Asia, growing 4.5 per cent annually‖, The Annual internal migration 

in the country is 5-6 million migrants on an average‖.Low and variable agricultural production along with 

inadequate employment opportunities pushes the people from one state to another. Some of the recent 

statistics also reveal that most of the migrants within India are increasingly female. Female migration is 

reportedly thrice than male migration. Although most of it is attributedto be marriage induced, it may not 

be strictly true.Female migration are categorized into three types in the last decade (Shanthi, 2000) 

Autonomous female migration:   Middle class girls migrating to cities to work at Export Processing 

units, textile factory, food industry, assembling units etc.for improving their livelihood opportunities. 

Relay migration:  In recent years the trend of relay migration is seen, when a rural family send their 

daughters as maid and cook at household in the urban area. Second daughter replaces the elder one and 

the third replaces the second, third and so on, as one by one get married 
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Family migration: Here the wife instead of staying back in the village prefers to join her husband in the 

hope of getting some employment in the urban area. This category of migration is frequently noted among 

the agricultural wage labourers who do not own land or other assets to rely upon during the time of crisis. 

Challenges faced by migrant women workers: The household headed by women is on the increase 

attributed to the fluctuating cost of living and changing attitudes, single parent household, declining 

custom of family taking care of widows. Migration serves as an escape from poverty as well as allows an 

opportunity to be liberated from the shackles of customary traditions. 

The economic liberalization of India has created changes in the labour demand which has resulted in 

women migrating individually or with their families. The establishment of special Export  Processing  

Zones  (EPZs)   have  led to the increase in the number of female  work force to a maximum of 70%  in 

paid employment.( Basheer Ahamed Khan,2012). One of the dominant reason is the increase in foreign 

capital has resulted in the big growth to electronic, information communication technology and garment 

factories which typically employ significant number of females.The preference for female workers is 

often because women can be paid lower wages and are generally observed as cooperative and docile, they 

are in great demand, contributing to feminization of labour and feminization of labour migration. 

Accentuated markets continue to devalue, degraded the status of migrant women, It does not augur well 

for empowerment of women but it surely enables women to contribute for the survival of family.  

Few research studies interestingly reveal that menare ‘associational migrants‘ and not the household 

women. Women serve as vendors, maids, catering suppliers, cooks, etc and provide opportunities for the 

men in the household to search for career opportunities.It is infact their earnings allow several migrant 

families to stay afloat. The payments received in ‗kind‘ as wellhelp to provide sustenance and nutrition to 

their infants and children. 

Migrants are the largest part of India's massive unorganized work force.  The villagers affected by lack of 

rural employment, agricultural and non- agricultural, migrate to the cities and towns in search of jobs. 

Tragically many become prey for unscrupulous contractors and middle men who employ them in informal 

sector such as domestic servants, vendors or construction workers.  The life quality depreciates instead of 

progressing. Women migrants struggle to access fundamental entitlements of subsidized food, clean 

drinking water, safe shelter and health facilities. Promise of social justice merely remains in paper as the 

children do not have access to education and the elders do not get health, insurance or banking services. 

They are compelled to live and work in pathetic conditions without legal aid or human rights. Illiteracy, 

high population, lack of awareness, information and collective bargain power results in the silent 
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suffering of migrant labourers. The problem suffered by migrant workers is directly proportionate to the 

distance from their home town, more the distance, more is the suffering.  They also tend to become 

victims of identity politics and parochialism. 

Amba street vendor at Mumbai says … ―I started this small roadside vegetable stall four years ago… I 

came from Ratnagiri... I make very little earning… so much heat and rain… my heart jumps to throat as 

soon as I see police coming… I run holding my son in one hand and whatever vegetables at the other 

hand…Police ransacks everything… will they not allow us to survive?‖ 

Mangala, a tribal migrant women labourer in Birbhum West Bengal, asks ―Have you noticed my husband 

sleeping in the hot sun in the month of May? He is unconscious for the last three days, without food, we 

are all starving, nothing to eat, no work in this village, no work for me, I don‘t mind starvation, but look 

at our nine-month daughter.. What will happen to her?‖ 

What are their identities? Where is their future? Distressed migrants ask the crucial question, what will 

happen to our children? They lead an agonizing struggle for existence 

Despite the startling presence of migrants everywhere, the schemes and policies of the state are 

negligible. They are becoming vulnerable due to ignorance and neglect. The legal and social protection of 

migrants is not offered by the home state or at the place of domicile. They are in a state of movement and 

it is easy to leave them from social protection than including.  The factories employ migrants at a large 

number, concentrates on extracting hard work but treat them with indifference.  The families have to 

provide themselves with the basic facilities or sleep in the platforms of big cities. They are out of limits 

for government initiatives as they are largely "invisible" urban poor and not part of coveted vote bank.  

There are few protective mechanisms available for migrants and the awareness regarding the same as well 

are minimum and less spoken about. The much touted protective legislation the Inter-State Migrant 

Workers Act, 1979 aim to safeguard migrants is hardly enforced.   

One of the constraints of framing an effective policy for migrants is due to the lack of reliable data on 

migration. Census records and NSSO leave a significant impact on policy making but the lives of women 

migrants are generally missed out.   The impactful contribution of migrant labourers to national income is 

massive but there is little done in reciprocation for their quality of life. Achieving sustainable growth, 

inclusive progress tends to remain a distant dream without transformation of migrant workers, women and 

children. 
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Migration is mostly expected to endow positive influence on women in terms of improved labour force 

participation, decline in fertility, improving economic independence and in building higher self-esteem. 

But this does not always happen. Female rural to urban migrants continue to be vulnerable to social 

discrimination in wages and labour market segmentation which reserve the most repetitive, unskilled, 

monotonous jobs for women. They tend to work in unorganized informal sector and experience long 

working hours for a very low wage, un-healthy or perilous working conditions, and psychological, 

physical and sexual aggression. While men normally work in groups women go for individualized work 

environments (eg. Domestic service) where there is greater isolation with the least possibility of 

establishing networks of information and social support. So measures designed to ‗protect‘ migrants must 

be supplemented by steps  that empower them. 

CAUSES FOR INVISIBILITY OF WOMEN IN NATIONAL SURVEYS: 

The surveys conducted all over India do not focus on finding the realities behind migration of women. 

Why? For survey agencies, women are not the reason for men migration, it is the vice versa. They are not 

the primary earners and remain invisible in all government statistics. If truths are not revealed in the 

statistics then how is it possible to frame policies or find solutions to remove the miseries faced by the 

migrants. Their basic amenities are not met and their lives are dependent on their skills of survival, 

fighting on a daily basis.  Majority of these surveys require the respondents to state a reason for 

migration, while it could be a combination factors and just one.  

The cause for women migration is almost always associated with their marriage, even though they had 

migrated before marriage and or were working before marriage in the urban areas. The fact that women 

migrated to run a business or improve her chances of better employment is not asked or answered.  

The ‗cultural‘ training of women is very ingrained in her psyche, inhibits many women from expressing 

her economic goals. The interviewer receives half truths about income and economic contribution made 

by women to their household. The male members also state less about the economic role of their sisters 

and wives.  

The emphasis on primary and full time work and longer reference period often lead to underestimation of 

female employment. If the jobs performed by women are extensions of daily household chore, then they 

are not accounted as paid labour. One‘s sensitivity and perceptions ultimately mirror in the statistical data 

collected by the national surveys.  It makes a difficult task to identify ‗autonomous female migrants‘, like 

the woman factory worker who remarked ―I migrated as I wanted to secure an standard income and better 

my life,‖ as she described migration was her only choice of action to escape an alcoholic husband and 
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poverty with two children to support. A study carried out on women workers of  in garments, coir, 

electronics, tobacco and construction reflected that sub-contracting have contributed to the invisibility of 

women labourers who continue to be employed at the lowest strata of the employment hierarchy without 

recognition of their rights and financial stability. 

Migrant women who opt for self -employment as vendors and service providers remain invisible in 

official labour statistics and hence are unprotected by national labour legislations. Despite these 

shortcomings, because of paucity of   data on migration, the dependency on the Census and the NSSO 

statistics are crucial to learn about migration. Several studies about migrants in India reveal that on an 

average 40% migrants face health hazards due to unpleasant working conditions and extreme risk to 

sexual harassment. 

In the Indian federal system, people can claim their entitlements through the fundamental rights and 

Indian Constitution as well as through various legislations of Central and State governments. Apart from 

these rights and legal protection, people are can also make use of various programmes/ schemes 

facilitated by the central and state governments. Majority of the schemes of the centre is enforceable 

throughout the country. Even in central government schemes, the benefits reach the people through the 

state or local government. Unless otherwise specified, such benefits are available only to the permanent 

residents of the respective state. In such a situation, the interstate migrants lose their entitlements when 

they cross borders of their native state. A common grievance of migrant labourers of the states of Bengal, 

Assam or Bihar is that they had received benefits of PDS in their home state but they donot get the same 

in their destination state such as Kerala. 

PROBLEM AREAS TO BE ADDRESSED FOR PROMOTING THE RIGHTS OF THE WOMEN 

MIGRANT LABOURERS 

 Safety Concerns at work place and place of residence 

 Social Exclusion, Absence of traditional family support systems in the migrated area 

 Denial of fundamental rights and questions of their legal status 

 Issue of being paid less for long hours of work – Inequalities 

 Food insecurity, malnutrition and neglect of children 

 Trafficking and Forced labour  

 Sexual exploitation and abuse 
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 There is a need for better coordination between the governments in the host state, states of origin 

and the central government to make sure that the entitlements of inter-state migrants are not lost 

on account of migration 

 Limited access to health care due to language issues and  insufficient awareness about public 

facilities of health care  

It worsens their vulnerability and Migrants are sometimes being branded as 'unreliable outsiders' and 

criminals by some local people. The Police too add to this fostering of this branding. Many labourers 

reveal that they must stay cautious and alert all the time. ―When someone goes out we tell them to be 

careful, come back soon and all. We have not gone out in the night much. When someone gets delayed, 

we get worried as to whether some problem has come up."  

Migration often separates family members. Women left behind at home as the men migrate have poor 

decision-making power within the family—be it about property or education and mobility of their 

children. In many families, they may not any claim over the wages sent by men. Lack of awareness about 

social legislations and entitlements prove to be bigger challenge for women migrant workers.  Even when 

there are laws and services in place, they don‘t know how to claim their rights or access support 

CONCLUSION: STEPS AHEAD – FINDING ONE’S PLACE AND RECOGNIZING IDENTITY 

The awareness level on the Inter- state Migrant Workman Act is very poor. The Labour officials lack 

awareness and the monitoring on the ISMW Act is also very poor. There are very few cases filed and 

even fewer cases are prosecuted.  Annual survey of migration & Census of labour migration on gender 

disaggregated basis could be taken up. Legal rights awareness campaigns for the migrant women can be 

done to tackle discrimination, exploitation and violence. The state government can provide provisions on 

subsidiary rates through PDS.  It will enable the migrants to meet their basic nutritional needs. Networks 

of women migrants could be established at the local village as well as the migration site for hand holding. 

Trade unions of migrant‘s women could be formed. The constitution guarantees all its citizens equal 

rights, freedom of movement and provide themselves with livelihood opportunities. It is the responsibility 

of the civil society to take care of one another and be protector of human rights and dignity. 
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