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I n di a:  
I n ter na l Fl ows a n d the Ch a l l enge s 

i n I n di a n Su bcon ti n en t

Xavier Jeyaraj, S. J.

Internal migration from one state to another within the Indian subconti-
nent, similar to that of migrants from one country to another in any part 
of the world, cause great challenge due to cultural, linguistic, ethnic differ-
ences. Some examples are:

• More than 300 people across six districts of Gujarat [Western 
India] have been arrested for inciting violence against the state’s 
migrant population, following the rape of a 14-month-old in 
Himmatnagar district. Fearing a further backlash, migrants are 
making a bolt for their home states of Uttar Pradesh, Bihar and 
Madhya Pradesh [Central and North India] (Doval, 2018).

• Assam [North East] migrant worker killed in Kerala [South]: 
‘More than 50 men watched… nobody bothered to help’ (Kashyap 
& Philip, 2016).

• On 19 October 2008, Maharashtra [Western India] Navanirman 
Sena (a regional political party) activists beat up north Indian 
candidates who were appearing for the all-India Railway Recruit-
ment Board entrance exam for the Western region in Mumbai 
(Gaikwad, 2008).

• On 24 November 2007, Assam tribals [originally from Central 
India], who were demanding the tribal status in Assam were at-
tacked brutally, and around 20 tribals were killed, though the gov-
ernment claims that only two were killed. A tribal girl was stripped 
naked, molested and chased naked on the street (Talukdar, 2007).

• On 4 December 2009, migrant workers, predominantly from 
Uttar Pradesh and Bihar [Central North], have been brutally at-
tacked in the industrial town of Ludhiana in Punjab [North West 
India] (Fazal, 2016).

One can prepare a litany of such attacks that have been going on in 
many states in India. These incidents are a symptom of a broader malaise 
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taking place all over the world. On the one hand, we have globalization and 
everyone talks of the world as having become a ‘global village’. Actually, 
this interconnectedness is only for economic take over by multi-national 
corporations or individuals like Jeff Bezos, Mark Zuckerberg and so many 
others. In terms of human relationships, the world is also becoming more 
sectarian, class-based and racist. Nationalist fervour and narrow parochial 
sentiments have led to an increase in passionate and bitter conflicts in the 
last few decades. 

On the other hand, human migration driven by natural calamities 
like earthquakes, famine and drought coupled with humanmade calami-
ties like war and economic plunder has compelled people to seek out other 
places to eke out a living. This is due to extreme distress because no one 
likes to move away from the place of his birth. This forced nomadism has 
increased dramatically ever since India embarked upon the ‘New Economic 
Policy’ in 1991. Economic liberalization and Privatization has had aggravat-
ed and forced people to migrate due to extreme poverty, misery and lack of 
employment opportunities. Economic Globalization with all its interrelated 
political, environmental and social factors has also substantially affected 
and destroyed the entire planet, its ecosystems, biodiversity, land use, and 
conservation policy. 

This chapter looks at the status and patterns of internal migration in 
India from the perspective of how it has affected marginalized communities, 
particularly the dalits1, tribals, unorganized sector, women and children. 
The chapter will focus more on the inter-state ‘distress migrants’ and not 
on ‘development migrants’ who move out of the state for economic progress.

Demography of India and the violent history of migrant workers

India is a sub-continent in Asia with a population of 1.32 billion by 2017, 
the second largest in the world after China. The country is divided into 29 
Linguistic States and 7 Union territories. Each state is like a country when 

1 Dalit means ‘divided’, ‘broken’ or ‘oppressed’. While the Hindu caste system categorized the people 
into 4 varnas (classes or types), the people who were kept out of the caste ladder were called ‘avarnas’ 
meaning outside the caste (varna). They were considered ‘untouchables’ and they were meant to do 
the menial jobs. The Indian Constitution in 1950 grouped them as ‘Scheduled Castes’ (refer to FN. 10). 
On the other hand, ‘dalit’ is a name the oppressed people have given to themselves to affirm their 
identity and dignity.
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compared to Africa or Europe with a distinct language, culture, tradition 
and social pattern. There are 122 languages spoken in the country, of which 
only 22 are recognised as official languages according to the constitution. 

After independence in 1947, the country was reorganised in 1956, 
from the then existing princely states into States based on the languages 
spoken by people in a particular area. Henceforward, language division be-
came the political borders for states often impeding people’s flow from one 
state to another, although the Constitution of India (1979) [art. 19 (1) (d) and 
(e)] states, “all citizens shall have the right … to move freely throughout the 
territory of India; to reside and settle in any part of the territory of India.” 
Naturally, jingoistic communalism based on language created biases and 
murderous hatreds. The first agitation to redraw borders for a separate state 
on the linguistic principle was in Maharashtra, which succeeded in 1960. 

As soon as this was achieved, the attention turned to violent attack 
and removal of lungiwalas (the Tamilians of South India, among whom 
lungi is the form of attire among men) from the city of Bombay by political 
opportunists. Eventually, Shiv Sena, a political party formed in 1966 by Bal 
Thackeray, a political cartoonist, spearheaded the violent movement against 
the South Indians whom he depicted as ‘ugly, grotesque figure’ and called 
them ‘South Indian vultures’ (Hansen, 2001, p. 50). 

The major complaint designed to raise negative emotions was that 
the South Indians stole the jobs from the locals. The anti-migrant theme 
sold well politically, although it did not stop the migration from other states. 
After two decades, the anti-migrant ire shifted from South Indians against 
the bhaiyas of Uttar Pradesh and Bihar, whose mother tongue was Hindi. 
However, the claim of ‘stealing the job of the locals’ was illusory since the 
labour market in Bombay was strongly segmented on caste and class lines, 
and the migrants could never enter into the jobs of native Marathi speakers. 
Yet, once the ugly jingoism began, such anti-migrant movement began to 
spread over to other states such as Karnataka, Assam and Gujarat. 

In Assam, for example, the ‘sons of the soil’ movement became quite 
violent too. Historically, Assam was a major area of settlement for tribals 
from central India to migrate and work in the tea gardens and oil fields. The 
Bengali Hindus occupied the bureaucracy and lived in urban areas, and 
Bengali Muslims from Mymensingh settled as peasants after clearing forest 
lands. Biharis and Nepalis worked as labourers, and Marwaris and Punjabis 
went as traders. The migration was further triggered when close to 2 million 
Bengalis from Bangladesh entered Assam between 1971 and 1981 (Tumbe, 
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2018, p. 222). The Nellie massacre of hundreds of Bengali Muslims in villages 
near Guwahati in 1983 remains one of the worst episodes of anti-migrant 
violence in the country. The main demand of the Assamese movement has 
been to deport the illegal Bangladeshi immigrants. The crisis continues 
even today with the publication of the updated National Register of Citizens 
(NRC) for Assam on 30 July 2018, to weed out the illegal immigrants from 
Bangladesh who entered after 24 March 1971. The crisis has further deep-
ened with the passing of Citizenship Amendment Act (CAA) on 11 December 
2019 dividing the nation based on religion. 

The xenophobic violence against migrants in some of the states has 
been on the rise in the last two decades due to large-scale distress migration 
taking place particularly from the central and Eastern states to the Western 
states of Gujarat, Maharashtra and Punjab and the Southern states of Kerala, 
Tamil Nadu and Karnataka. 

Status of migration in India

Studies on internal migration have been very few because migration has 
never been considered an important demographic issue due to the small 
volume of internal migration compared to the total size of the population 
(Bose, 1983, p. 136). Large-scale migration of people took place soon after 
independence due to the creation of the Muslim country of Pakistan carved 
out by the British and agreed to by the power-hungry politicians of the day. 
About five million Hindus and Sikhs left Pakistan for India, and about six 
million Muslims moved into Pakistan from India, being the highest mass 
transfer of human population in history. This massive intra-South-Asian 
migration became quite limited after independence. After this religious 
migration, the major migration is internal and voluntary, mainly due to 
economic and social factors.

The population census and National Sample Survey (NSS) have re-
mained the most important sources of demographic and internal migra-
tion data in India. Analysis of inter-district and inter-state migration has 
been made based on birthplace statistics collected in all the censuses from 
1881 onwards. It was not until 1961, however, that birthplace was classified 
as rural or urban and migration from there as 1) intra-district: within the 
district of enumeration, 2) inter-district: outside the district but within the 
state of enumeration, 3) inter-state: outside the state of enumeration but 
within India, 4) or from outside India (Khadria, 2010). Information on the 
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duration of residence at the place of enumeration was also collected for the 
first time in the 1961 census. The 1971 census refined these statistics by in-
cluding a question on “place of last residence” and the 1981 census included 
yet another question on “reasons for migration.” 

Historically, migration in the Indian sub-continent has been low. 
Researchers like Bhagat (2009) and Rajan (2016) have attributed this to the 
prevalence of caste system, joint families, traditional values, diversity of lan-
guage and culture, lack of education and predominance of agriculture and 
semi-feudal land relations. However, the rapid transformation of the Indian 
economy, improvement in the levels of education and that of transport and 
communication facilities, the shift of workforce from agriculture to indus-
try and tertiary activities, among others, are the new impetus influencing 
mobility pattern of Indian people in recent times.

Table 1. Size of Internal and International Migrants Based on Place of Last Residence, 
India, 1971-2011 (in millions) (Bhagat, 2009)

Census Total 
population

Total 
Migrants

Internal 
Migrants 

(%)

International 
migrants

inter-
national 
migrants 

to total (%)

Total 
migrants 
to total 

population 
(%)

1971 548.1 159.6 29.1 8.1 1.4 30.6

1981 659.3 200.5 30.4 6.0 0.9 31.3

1991 814.3 220.7 27.1 5.9 0.7 27.8

2001 1028.6 309.3 30.0 5.1 0.4 30.4

2011 1210.8 453.6 NA 11.4* NA 37.4

NA: not available;  
Source: According to the World Bank Report (2011)2.

2 Census of India 1971, Series 1, Part II- D(i) Migration Tables; Census of India 1981, Series 1, India, Part 
VA& B (i), Migration Tables (Table D1 and D2); Census of India 1991, Series 1, India, Part V, D series, 
Migration Tables, Vol. 2, Part 1, (Table D2); Census of India 2001, Tables D2, Compact Diskette, 2011 
Census, Registrar General and Census Commissioner, India: New Delhi.
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The last official census done in 2011 shows the total number of inter-
nal migrants was 453.6 million based on place of the last residence (37.4% of 
the total population). As seen in Table 1, the number of internal migrants 
has tripled since 1971, from 159 million in 1971 to 454 million in 2011, with a 
decadal increase of 144.3 million (7%) internal migrants between 2001 and 
2011. Of these 144 million migrants during the last decade, 60 million were 
inter-state and 80 million inter-district. “The first-ever estimates of internal 
work-related migration using railway data for the period 2011-2016 indi-
cate an annual average flow of close to 9 million people between the states” 
(Government of India, 2017, p. 265). It is generally accepted that migration 
slowed down during the decade 1981-1991 because of increased unemploy-
ment and sluggish growth in the Indian economy. 

While internal migration increased gradually, international migra-
tion decreased steadily since 1971. Due to the unavailability of complete 
census report, it is difficult to state the international migration data. Ac-
cording to Connor (2017), India is the top source of international mi-
grants with one in twenty migrants worldwide born in India. In 2015, 
nearly 15.6 million people born in India were living in other countries. 
Of this, nearly half live in three countries, namely, United Arab Emir-
ates, Pakistan and the United States. At the same time, India has one of 
the world’s lowest emigration rates, with only 1% of the birth population 
living outside the country. 

On the other hand, India is also one of the top destination countries 
for migrants. Connor (2017) states that 

as of 2015, about 5.2 million immigrants live in India, making it the 
12th-largest immigrant population in the world. The overwhelming 
majority of India’s immigrants are from neighbouring countries such 
as Bangladesh (3.2 million), Pakistan (1.1 million), Nepal (540,000) 
and Sri Lanka (160,000). (para. 5)

Patterns of internal migration in India

Caste, social structures and historical precedents play an essential role 
in shaping patterns of migration. Study (Deshingkar, Khadelwal, & Far-
rington, 2008) shows that there are two kinds of migration among more 
impoverished strata of society today. One is called ‘distress migration’, 
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undertaken by the poorest and most disadvantaged social groups, mainly 
the Dalits or Scheduled Castes (SCs), tribals or Scheduled Tribes (STs) and 
Other Backward castes (OBCs3). This category typically works in brick-
kilns, unskilled construction, loading and unloading, agriculture (such 
as harvesting, potato collecting, cotton pollination, sugarcane cutting, 
etc.), domestic work in cities, or work in tea shops and other menial jobs. 
Although this kind of migration allows only slow asset accumulation, it 
prevents downward slides into abject poverty. Working conditions are 
not much different from bonded labour with limits on personal freedom, 
long working hours, debt bondage and underpayment. Children from 
dalit and tribal families are widely employed in brick-kilns, textile mar-
kets, agricultural sector and tea shops, and are particularly exposed to 
all forms of exploitation.

The other type is the migration undertaken by better-off groups with 
a little more education and skills, more assets and higher social standing. 
Other Backward Castes (OBCs) are heavily represented in this kind of migra-
tion, typically in small industrial units of garments, shoes and bag making, 
embroidery, security services, hospitality industry, plumbing and carpentry. 
Although many of these jobs are in the informal sector, this kind of migra-
tion often leads to substantial remittances to families from places of origin, 
leading to asset accumulation and investment which can help to exit pov-
erty. Studies (Deshingkar & Akter, 2009) showed that Bihari migrants re-
mitted Rs. 4.5 billion in 2006 through post offices in addition to an equal or 
higher amount sent through electronic transfers. Orissa migrants remitted 
an estimated Rs. 20 billion in 2007, and, in Mumbai, migrant money orders 
account for much of the Rs. 9 billion sent back to Uttar Pradesh, Bihar and 
West Bengal (Overseas Development Institute [ODI], 2006) in 2005. This 
does not cover the cash that migrants carry back themselves, which is likely 
to be several times this figure. Migrants also take back clothes and elec-
tronic items. 

3 Scheduled Caste (SC) are the dalits or the untouchables within the Hindu caste system. Scheduled 
Tribes (ST) are the indigenous people of India. Historically both these groups were the most disad-
vantaged people of India. According to 2011 census, the SCs and STs comprised about 16.6% and 8.6% 
respectively. They are ‘scheduled’ castes since the list of such lower castes and tribes are listed in a 
Schedule within the Constitution of India. Besides, there is another category called Other Backward 
Castes (OBCs), a collective term used to classify castes that are educationally and economically disad-
vantaged under the caste category. This group comprised 52% of the population in 1980 and shrunk 
to 41% in 2006.
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Table 2. Size and Growth Rates of Migrants by Migration Type, India, 1971-2001

Migration Type Size 2001  
(in millions)

distribution
2001 (%)

Growth Rate (%)
1971-1981* 1981-1991* 1991-2001**

Intra-district 193.5 61.6 24.9 8.3 37.0

Inter-district 74.6 23.7 44.3 13.7 26.3

Inter-state 41.1 13.1 28.1 11.7 53.6

International
Migrants 5.1 1.6 -9.1 -6.1 -13.4

All Migrants 314.3 100.0 27.0 9.8 34.7

Total 
Population 1028.6 -- 24.7 23.7 21.4

* Excluding Assam and Jammu and Kashmir 
** Excluding Jammu and Kashmir; There were 633, 3, and 297 thousand in 1971, 1981 and 1991 respec-
tively who do not belong to any of the type of movement. In 2001, the unclassifiable migrants were 
only 418. 
Source: Census of India 1971, Migration Tables, Part II-D (i); Census of India 1981, Migration Ta-
bles, Part V-A and B (i); Census of India 1991, Migration Tables, Volume 2, Part 2; Census of India 
2001, D2 Tables, Compact Disk; Census Commissioner and Registrar General, India, New Delhi.

As shown in Table 2, a majority of migrants are intra-district mi-
grants (62%) within the state itself. Most of the intra-district migrants are 
females who customarily change their parental households and join their 
husband’s households after marriage (Srivastava & Sasikumar, 2003). The 
share of inter-district and inter-state migrants is 24 and 13% respectively. 
However, it may be noted that the growth rate of inter-state migrants has 
been very high (54%) during 1991-2001 compared to previous decades. There 
is no doubt that inter-state mobility has considerably increased during 1991-
2001 coinciding with India’s economic liberalization program initiated in 
1991. Figure 1 shows the net migration flow at the state level with dura-
tion 0-9 years based on place of the last residence in the 2011 census. The 
net in-migration is mainly found in developed states like Punjab, Haryana, 
Maharashtra, Gujarat and Delhi where pull factor is stronger. These states 
attract population from almost all states. 
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Figure 1. Migration in India between 2001-2011
Source: Migratory flow map drawn by the author based on the data 
available from various sources including 2011 Census.
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Table 3. Reasons for Migration with duration from 0 to 9 years (Census, 2001)

Number of migrants  
(in millions) Total migrants (%)

Reason for 
migration Persons Males Females Persons Males Females

Work/
Employment 14.4 12.3 2.1 14.6 37.3 3.2

Business 1.1 0.9 0.2 1.2 2.7 0.3

Education 2.9 2.0 0.9 3.0 6.0 1.3

Marriage 43.1 0.7 42.4 43.8 2.1 64.8

Moved after birth 6.5 3.4 3.1 6.6 10.4 4.7

Moved with 
household 20.0 8.3 12.3 20.9 25.2 18.8

Other 9.5 5.2 4.3 9.6 15.8 6.6

Total migrants 98.3 32.9 65.4 100.0 100.0 100.0

Source. Census of India (2001)

On the other hand, most of the remaining states are net out-migrating, 
but not all of them are poor states. The notable example is the state of Kerala 
and Tamil Nadu that are socially and educationally the most developed states 
of India. A large population from these two states is also migrating to the 
Gulf countries (Zachariah, Kannan, & Rajan, 2002). During the two decades, 
the number of people migrating from the states of Bihar, Uttar Pradesh, West 
Bengal, Orissa, Jharkhand and Assam to Kerala and Tamil Nadu has in-
creased steadily due to high labour requirements in agriculture, manufactur-
ing sector, construction industry and service sectors. 

According to Census of India 2011 (Indiastat, n.d.), the total number 
of internal migrants was at 453.6 million as opposed to 94.3 million in 2001. 
While the rural to rural migration increased from 53.3 million in 2001 to 
271.1 million in 2011, rural to urban migration increased rapidly from 20.5 
million in 2001 to 182.5 million in 2011. Seeing the rate of growth between 
2001 and 2011, one can only imagine the growth between 2011 and 2018 with 
an enormous growth in a corporate land grab, ecological calamities, pov-
erty and increasing communal and ethnic tensions.
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The Census reports have always defined migration based on the place 
of birth. For the first time, the 55th round of National Sample Survey (NSS) of 
1999-00 covered short-duration migration and defined migration as: “per-
sons staying away from their usual place of residence for 60 days or more for 
employment or better employment or in search of employment” (NSSO, 2001 
as quoted in Deshingkar & Akter, 2009, p. 3). It estimates that roughly 1% 
of the Indian population or 10 million people migrated temporarily (NSSO, 
2001) while Overseas Development Institute (ODI, 2006) report estimates 
it to 12.9 million. However, this is also a gross underestimate because the 
data do not properly count part-time occupations and short-term migra-
tions. The actual figure probably lies at around 100 million (10% of India’s 
population) (Deshingkar & Akter, 2009, p. 3, 28).

Census 2001 gives a list of seven reasons for migration (see Table 3). 
While Work or employment was the most important reason for migration 
among males with 37.3%, marriage was the most important reason for fe-
male migration with 64.8%. A comparison with earlier censuses also reveals 
the increasing importance of employment or work as the reason for migra-
tion in case of both males and females. The number of male migrants with 
duration 0-9 years reporting employment or work as a reason for migration 
increased by 49% compared to 24% increase among female migrants. This 
shows that the rise in female migration for employment is just half that of 
the male migration.

Although the official reasons cited in the census may be true, it is not 
limited to these seven alone. A large number of people are forcefully dis-
placed due to mega-dams, Special Economic Zones, corporate land grabs for 
mining and industrialization in the name of ‘public purpose’ and economic 
growth and development. Such projects take place often in the areas where 
farmers, tribals, dalits and OBCs live. Of the 60 million displaced people 
because of mega projects, between 1947 and 2000, as many as 10-20 million 
tribals have been displaced by ‘development’ projects (Padel & Das, 2011, pp. 
143-180; Fernandes, 2005; 2007). Besides, decades of rural distress and col-
lapse of millions of livelihoods in agricultural and its related occupations 
have accelerated the distress migration in India.

Conflict-induced IDPs and Migration in India
It is very difficult to estimate the total number of conflict-induced IDPs in 
India (Internal Displacement Monitoring Centre [IDMC], n.d.) as there is 
no central government agency responsible for monitoring the number of 
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people displaced and returning, and humanitarian and human rights agen-
cies have limited access to them. In addition, no UN agency has an overall 
overview of the situation. NGOs and civil society organizations have gen-
erally focused on specific displacement situations in India rather than on 
the overall situation. The displaced whose numbers are known are usually 
those living in camps and registered there, and it is not known how many 
people live in displacement outside of camps. A conservative estimate of the 
total number of people displaced by conflict and violence would be at least 
650,000 as of August 2010. It is highly probable that many of the IDPs who 
have moved out of camps have not been able to return to their homes or find 
durable solutions to end their displacement. In many cases of conflicts, as 
in the case of Orissa victims, at least 50% of the IDPs migrate to cities and 
townships or even to other states where they will be able to live peacefully 
and start anew. Though the state has not counted them in the census or NSS 
studies as migrants, they should still be considered as IDPs in India. 

According to the Norwegian Refugee Council (2010), the following 
people are living in displacement due to armed conflict, communal and 
ethnic violence and human rights violations in India as of August 2010. The 
number given here is only of those who are living in the camps. 

Kashmir conflict: 265,000 people
250,000 Kashmiri Pandits displaced from the Kashmir Valley since 1990 (Re-
uters AlertNet, 2010, as cited in the NRC report, 2010)4; About 15,000 people in 
Poonch district of Jammu and Kashmir state who were cut off from their land 
and livelihoods by border fencing in 2009 (The Hindu, 20 December 2009).

Conflicts in north-east India: 208,000 people
47,000 people displaced by Bodo-Muslim and Bodo-Santhal violence in 
1993, 1996 and 1998 and staying in camps in Kokrajhar and Bongaigaon 
districts of Assam state (Asia Centre for Human Rights [ACHR], 2009; 
ACHR, 2009); 125,000 people displaced by Bodo-Muslim violence in 2008 
staying in camps in Darrang and Udalguri districts of Assam state (ACHR, 
2009; AITPN, 2009); 4,000 people displaced by violence between Khasis and 
Nepali-speakers in 2010 in the Assam-Meghalaya border region; and 31,703 
Brus displaced from Mizoram state to Tripura state in 1997 and 2009 (Press 
Trust of India [PTI], 2010).

4 All the references in this and the next section are from 2010.
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Naxalite conflict in Central India: 
at least 148,000 people 
40,000 Adivasis living in displacement at the end of 2009, of whom half 
were staying in camps in Chhattisgarh and half were scattered across 
Andhra Pradesh; 8,000 Adivasis living in displacement in West Bengal  
(AI, 2010, p. 167); More than 100,000 people displaced from Chhattisgarh 
since June 2009 (Deccan Chronicle, 12 June 2010).

Communal violence in Gujarat  
and Orissa states: at least 29,000 people 
19,000 people displaced in 2002 by Hindu-Muslim violence in Gujarat state 
living in 86 relief colonies in Gujarat state (Government of India Report, 
2009, p. 6); At least 10,000 people displaced in 2007 and 2008 by Hindu-
Christian violence in Orissa state (Christian Solidarity Welfare, 2010, p. 20; 
Indo-Asian News Service [IANS], 2008). 

Major migrant employing sectors regarding SCs, STs, OBCs,  
women & children

All three major sectors of the Indian economy, namely agriculture, industry 
and services, employ vast numbers of migrant workers. The empirical data 
shows that the major subsectors using migrant labour are textiles, construc-
tion, stone quarries and mines, brick-kilns, small scale industry (diamond 
cutting, leather accessories, etc.), crop transplanting and harvesting, sugar-
cane cutting, plantations, rickshaw pulling, food processing (including fish 
and prawn processing, salt panning), domestic work, security services, sex 
work, small hotels and roadside restaurants/tea shops and street vending 
(Deshingkar & Akter, 2009 p. 24). The information and data available are 
not conclusive, but it points out to an increasing number of SCs, STs and 
OBCs in many of these sectors. 

Migration among the tribals in Central India was very limited to sea-
sonal and intradistrict for many years. But in times of drought migration in-
creased manyfold as their entire livelihood depended very much on seasonal 
work (Toppo, 2007, p. 77)5. It was a land loss to the zamindars (landlords) 

5 Toppo says, in 2000, 21 out of 30 districts of Orissa were under severe drought and consequently the 
number of migrants was estimated at 100,000.
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after the Permanent Settlement 1793 that forced them to migrate. Today it 
is deforestation and development-induced displacement and other forms of 
impoverishment & livelihood loss that forces them to move out of their land. 
Typically, most tribals collect tendu (Diospyros melanoxylon) leaves or work 
in the lands of big farmers. Today many of them have started moving out to 
nearby mines as casual labourers and to work in the construction sites, or 
else send one member of the family to the town to find work. 

It is interesting to note that the major migration of tribals, who call 
themselves as adivasis (original inhabitants), as a group (Oraons, Mundas 
from Chotanagpur and Santals from Santal Parganas) was to Assam to work 
in the tea plantation after the Chinese brought in by the British had revolted 
against work in the plantations in 1860. Within 3 years around 84,915 adiva-
sis were recruited for the plantation works, and by 1884-85, nearly 45% of the 
labourers were adivasis (Toppo, 2007, pp. 99-100). Most of these adivasis were 
given false promises, by the recruiters. Some Oraons and Mundas were also 
taken to the Sundarban area in West Bengal to clear the forest for cultivation 
and to Andaman and Nicobar islands. Today a majority of them move out to 
other states, not because they want to migrate, but because of land alienation 
and denial of their right over land, forest, and other natural resources.

In the following three economic sectors, we shall look at migra-
tion from the perspective of dalits, tribals, women, children and other 
backward castes. 

Agriculture6
Peak season operations in agriculture continue to be performed by migrant 
labour. For example, there were more than 819,000 migrant workers, mainly 
from Uttar Pradesh and Bihar, in rural Punjab in 2007, accounting for 23% 
of the workforce engaged in agriculture sector activities. Although most 
find work for only 50 days in a year in agriculture, they migrate in the hope 
of finding casual jobs in urban areas after the peak seasons of wheat har-
vesting, paddy sowing and paddy harvesting are over. Many are absorbed 
by small industries. Similarly, paddy transplanting and harvesting in the 
Bardhaman region of West Bengal attracts around 500,000 migrant work-
ers every season, mostly Santals from other districts of West Bengal.

6 The major data given in these three sections on Agriculture, Industry and Services are taken from 
Deshingkar, & Akter (2009).
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• Sugar cane cutting: Major sugar cane producing states are 
Maharashtra (40%), Gujarat and Karnataka. The industry em-
ploys more than a million cane-cutters who are almost always 
SC, ST and OBC migrants with little or no land in the poor, arid 
districts of the Marathwada region. The cutting cycle lasts for 
six months, from November to April/May. Cane cutters usually 
migrate in families and are recruited by a contractor against ad-
vance payment. The contractor provides very basic accommo-
dation without proper sanitation. Access to fuel and drinking 
water are difficult, and this increases the work burden on women. 
While the earnings from such work are good compared to work 
in the village of origin, the working and living conditions are 
so poor that they have been named as one of the most exploited 
labour groups in India by researchers such as Jan Breman (1990) 
who famously said that “even dogs are better off.” But the most se-
vere cost of such migration is that children who accompany their 
parents miss school and eventually drop out altogether, thus cre-
ating a cycle of illiteracy and slave labour. A study in six districts 
in Western Maharashtra by the Centre for Development Research 
and Documentation in 2003 found that roughly 200,000 children 
migrate with their parents and half of them are in the highly vul-
nerable age group of 6-14 (Adhikari & Shree, 2020). According to 
Smita (2006, pp. 32-33), an NGO working on education for migrant 
workers’ another 200,000 migrate from the Khandesh region in 
Maharashtra to sugar factories in Surat in Gujarat, and 100,000 
migrant workers come into Belgaum in Karnataka each year.

• Cottonseed farms: Cottonseed production is concentrated in five 
states, namely Andhra Pradesh, Gujarat, Karnataka, Maharashtra 
and Tamilnadu. It relies heavily on migrant child workers. These 
five states account for more than 95% of the area under cottonseed 
production in the country. From 2003 to 2004, nearly 55,000 acres 
were under cottonseed production in the country, out of which 
Gujarat accounted for 26,000 acres, Andhra Pradesh 14,000 acres 
and Karnataka 4,000 acres. Venkateswarlu estimates that roughly 
286,000 workers were employed in cottonseed farms in Gujarat in 
2003-04. Of these, around 91,000 were children in the age group 
of 8 to 14 years. His calculations for Karnataka show that nearly 
26,800 child labourers (7-14 years) were employed in cottonseed 
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farms around 2003-2004 and 88% of them were girls. A large 
number of the child migrants in cotton fields in Gujarat are trib-
als from southern Rajasthan (Katiyar 2005, cited in UNDP Report, 
2009). A UNICEF case study (2016) found that 60% of the children 
working in cottonseed fields have dropped out of school, and 29% 
have never attended school as about half of them began working 
before the age of 11.

• Food Processing: There were 7.85 million workers, mostly women, 
directly employed in the food processing industry including Sea 
Food and Marine Products factories in 2001-2002, and this num-
ber was expected to grow to 8.6 million persons in 2006-2007 
(Ministry of Labour, 2008). The size of the food processing indus-
try has been estimated at over USD 70 billion by the Ministry of 
Food Processing, contributing 6 to7% of the GDP. 

Industry
After Independence, when Nehru began to build his modern industrial temples 
in India, particularly in the resource and mineral-rich land of Chotanagpur 
the government acquired a vast amount of land from the people for Tata steel 
in Jamshedpur (3,564 acres), Heavy Engineering Corporation in Hatia (9,200 
acres belonging 12,487 families), Bokaro steel Limited 1,018 acres 12,847 fami-
lies) and Central Coalfields in Hazaribag and Dhanbad (Toppo, pp. 101-102). 
This was, in fact, a migration of tribals due to forced displacement.

• Construction Industry: United Nations Development Programme 
(UNDP, 2009) report states that the Construction industry pro-
vides direct employment to at least 30 million workers in In-
dia. Trade Unions estimate that there were roughly 40 million 
migrant construction workers in India in 2008. It attracts both 
skilled and unskilled workers, although more impoverished and 
lower caste/tribe migrants tend to remain in low-paid unskilled 
jobs. A research study by Mosse, Gupta and Shah (2005) in south-
ern Madhya Pradesh revealed that 65% of households included 
migrants who worked mainly in the construction sector. Mi-
gration has long been a livelihood strategy for tribals from the 
southern districts. Many migrate to the neighbouring states of 
Maharashtra and Gujarat. 

 The poor, drought-prone district of Mahbubnagar in Telangana 
region of Andhra Pradesh is well known all over India for its 
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construction workers, the majority of whom are dalits. They are 
often recruited by contractors and agents who pay them only less 
than one-third of the actual wage. The living conditions of these 
workers are appalling. Harassment by the police, urban authori-
ties and contractors is common. Women and girls face constant 
sexual abuse and harassment. Violation of labour laws is wide-
spread with the result that migrants are underpaid and excluded 
from public services. On the whole, construction workers do not 
have access to social security, compensation for injuries, access 
to drinking water or healthcare. India has the world’s highest ac-
cident rate among construction workers. A recent ILO study, as 
cited in Kumar & Vishnuvarthan (2014), shows that 165 out of 
every 1000 workers are injured on the job.

• Brick Kilns: Brick kiln is another industry that employs a large 
number of low caste and tribal circular migrants. ILO report 
states, as cited in Gupta (2003), that there are 50,000 brick kilns 
all over India, employing, on an average, 100 workers. Brick-
kiln workers often migrate with their wives and children, and 
if women are counted as well, the number of brick kiln workers 
in India is at least 10 million. They live on-site and are high-
ly exploited. The UNDP report (2009) gives an example of two 
streams of brick kiln workers, namely the migrant tribals from 
Western Orissa to Andhra Pradesh and the migrant dalit musa-
hars from Bihar to Uttar Pradesh and West Bengal. Action Aid 
estimates 200,000 people are migrating to Andhra. They work 
for more than 12-15 hours a day and are paid Rs. 170-200 for 
1000 bricks made. A national televised news states based on a 
study (NDTV, 2017) that one-third of the total workforce in brick 
kilns were children, of which 65 to 80% were between the ages 
of 5 and 14. A large number of people belonging to the musa-
har caste, literally meaning rat eaters, migrate from Bihar to 
brick kilns in Uttar Pradesh and West Bengal where they stay 
for 7-8 months in a year. The situation of children and women 
are worse off than others in these places.

• Textile/Garment/Silk Industry: The textile industry in India, includ-
ing the garment industry, is the largest foreign exchange earner 
among all other industrial sectors and provides direct employ-
ment to around 35 million people (Ministry of Textiles, 2001). Study 
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shows that in the garment industry, a sub-sector of the textile in-
dustry, there were 1,001,000 garment workers in 2004 (Mezzadri, 
2008). Sericulture employs roughly around 6 million people at vari-
ous stages of production. Surat has become the primary destination 
for many of the textile industry workers as well as diamond cutting 
and polishing industry workers from Eastern states of Orissa and 
Bihar. A Times of India report (Desai, 2003) mentions 500,000 Ori-
ya workers in Surat; Narasimham (2004) estimated that there were 
roughly 800,000 Oriya labourers in Gujarat of which 80% work in 
the power loom and diamond polishing businesses. The reasons 
cited for such a massive migration are the super cyclone in 1999 
and drought in 2000. The report states that most of the migrants 
initially were from the upper castes. However, towards the end of 
the last decade, migration streams had a high proportion of dalits 
in these industries. Oriya migrants to Surat have been named in 
AIDS control projects as a highly vulnerable group.

• Mines and quarries: In India, the value of mineral production has 
more than tripled since the sector was ‘liberalised’, from about Rs. 
250,000 million in 1993-94 to more than Rs. 840,000 million in 
2005-06, an astounding growth rate of 10.7%. According to Cen-
tre for Science and Environment, Delhi the contribution of min-
ing to the nation’s GDP has stagnated at 2.2- 2.5% for more than 
a decade now because it contributes very little to the exchequer 
through taxes and royalties. Estimates of the number of people 
working as casual labourers in small mines vary from 2 million 
in Rajasthan, 4-5 million in quarry works in Maharashtra. Much 
against the claim of an increase in employment in the mining in-
dustry by PricewaterhouseCoopers PwC (2015), McKinsey & Co. 
(2014), the Ministry of Mines in India and mining companies, 
the actual data shows only a downward trend in the last 20 years. 
Yet license to mining and acquisition of land continue to increase 
through every government. 

• Leather Industry: Leather industry with an economic value of 
around USD 2 billion employs roughly two million people. One of 
the major centres of the leather accessories industry is in Dharavi, 
Mumbai (the largest slum in Asia). The industry now attracts 
large numbers of migrants from Bihar and Uttar Pradesh. The 
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footwear industry employs children and makes them work at 
small working units to evade legal hassle. For example, migra-
tion among the dalits in Barhi village in Madhubani district of 
Bihar is extremely high, with 60-75% of households having at least 
1-4 members outside the village. 

Services
• Domestic work: With the rise of the middle class in India, do-

mestic work has emerged as an essential new occupation for mi-
grant adivasi women and girls, particularly from central India. 
In fact, there is no comprehensive data on the magnitude of do-
mestic workers in the country. As per the 32nd Round of Nation-
al Sample Survey Office (NSSO) (1977-1978) (as cited in Neetha, 
2004), there were 16.8 lakh female domestic workers as against 
6.2 male domestic workers. A recent report by UNDP (2009) says 
that some 20 million people (mainly women and girls) migrate 
for domestic work to Mumbai, Delhi and other large cities from 
the eastern states of Bihar, Orissa, Chhattisgarh, Jharkhand, As-
sam and Mizoram (Deshingkar & Akter, 2009. p. 24). Roughly 
20% of these workers are under the age of 14. Another study by 
Indian Social Institute of domestic workers in Delhi (Jha, 2005; 
Kujur & Jha, 2008) shows that although domestic work has 
brought higher incomes to many women and their families, it is 
still far from decent work being characterized by long working 
hours, low wages and hardly any social security. There are two 
types of domestic workers, namely live-out and live-in. In Del-
hi (Jha, 2005), the maximum number of live-in domestics are 
from Jharkhand (51.82%) followed by Orissa (12.73%), Goa (10%), 
Chattisgarh (3.64%), Assam (3.64%) and West Bengal (1.82%). 
The major feeding districts of Jharkhand are Gumla, Ranchi 
and Palamau; Jashpur and Raigarh in Chattisgarh and Sundar-
garh in Orissa (Neetha, 2004). Live-out domestics are mainly 
from West Bengal (36.56%), Uttar Pradesh (30.32%), Tamilnadu 
(15.70%) and Bihar 11.83%) (Neetha, 2004). Looking from the 
community perspective, one finds that the majority of the live-
out domestics are from the Scheduled Castes (80.65%), mostly 
Hindus (98%), illiterate (55.7%) and are married women. On 
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the other hand, live-in domestics are mostly adivasis (92.73%), 
Christians (88%) and unmarried (89.2%) (Neetha, 2004).7

 The primary reason for live-ins to migrate was unemployment 
(96%) in the villages, while it was poverty (92%) for the live-out 
domestics (Shalini, 1993). The decision to work as domestics has 
been mostly by the women themselves as this gives them indepen-
dence and economic freedom. In a documentary film directed by 
Kukreja (2009) shows that the majority of the adivasi girls work-
ing in Delhi are looked at as immoral. Hence many of them find it 
extremely difficult to get settled in life. They also do not have any 
identity as adivasis as they have no voters’ ID or bank account etc. 
They are looked at as mere breadwinners for the family. The need 
for enacting a comprehensive legislation to protect the rights of 
domestic workers is urgent.

• Rickshaw pulling: According to the Centre for Rural Develop-
ment (CRD, n.d.), which runs self-employment programme of 
rickshaw bank, there are around 8 million cycle rickshaw pull-
ers in India and 95% of them do not own the rickshaws but 
hire them daily. Around 100,000 rickshaws are operating in 
Delhi. Most of the rickshaw pullers in Delhi are from Uttar 
Pradesh and Bihar and belong predominantly to Scheduled 
castes or tribes or other backward castes. In Kolkata, though 
only 6,000 rickshaws were officially licensed back in 1945, there 
were around 30,000 rickshaws in 1990, pulled by approximately 
100,000 pullers (Jeyaraj, 1990). The study showed that 98% of the 
rickshaw pullers were dalits from Bihar, and a few from Uttar 
Pradesh and Orissa. In 2005, the West Bengal government de-
cided to completely ban rickshaws in Kolkata, which resulted in 
protests and strikes by the pullers. Probably, this phenomenon 
of dalits being the predominant pullers in Kolkata and Delhi is 
not different in other major cities of the country. Most of the 
pullers in Kolkata stated that they started pulling rickshaws 
only as a last resort and not because of choice. 

7 In 1970s and 1980s most female domestics were found to be widows, deserted and older women. But 
today it is mostly unmarried younger women. The survey of ISI in 1993, showed that the employers 
preferred young tribal women, as they are more reliable, obedient and efficient in domestic work, 
especially in taking care of babies and the elderly.
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• Restaurants, Dhabas, Tea shops: Nearly all urban centres are dotted 
with thousands of small, illegal restaurants, dhabas (roadside eater-
ies) and tea shops and these mostly run on migrant labour. Child 
labour is high in this subsector and is driven by poverty, typically 
employing children from extremely poor dalit or other backward 
caste families. Although there has been a ban on child labour in 
such establishments, this is completely ineffective in practice and 
restaurant, and dhaba owners openly employ children.

• Sex workers: There are no formal estimates of sex workers, but a 
widely circulated figure among HIV control agencies and NGOs 
is 2 million for the whole of India (Nambiar, 2012). Research on 
migrant sex workers by the Population Council in India shows 
that increasing number of poor and illiterate women are drawn 
into sex work because the returns are higher in this occupation 
than almost any other that they can enter. A study of Dandona et 
al. (2006) showed that contrary to popular perceptions, a majority 
of sex workers were not trafficked into the trade (only 1-5% had 
been trafficked), but had begun working in the trade because of 
poverty and debt. Another study (Deshpande, 2008) showed that 
a significant proportion of sex workers are seasonal migrants and 
commuters. In the town of Tenali in coastal Andhra Pradesh for 
example, many sex workers migrate or commute from nearby 
villages. This may be true of many other cities like Kolkata where 
a good number of women commute daily from the villages to 
Kolkata city to operate as ‘flying squads’ on roadside rather than 
from brothels.

• Municipal Workers/Manual Scavengers: Despite the ban on manu-
al scavenging in India in 1993, there were around 1.3 million man-
ual scavengers in India8. There are about 10,000 to 15,000 manual 
scavengers in Bangalore city. Navsarjan Trust9, an Ahmedabad-
based NGO working among dalits, has documentary proof of the 
continuance of manual scavenging and is campaigning for its ab-
olition. On behalf of 35 safai karamcharis (manual scavengers) in 
Ranpur town in Dhandhuka taluk, it initiated legal action in 1995 

8 http://www.theindian.com/newsportal/health/inhuman-bondage-13-million-manual-scavengers-
exist-in-india-despiteban 100223461.htm

9 Video Documentary film titled, ‘Lesser Humans’.
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for the prosecution of government officials on the charge of negli-
gence due to the continuance of the practice. The Ranpur case has 
become something of a landmark in the campaign for the aboli-
tion of manual scavenging (Thekaekara, 1999). In January 2007, 
when the government announced the rehabilitation scheme for 
manual scavengers, official figures showed that there were 324,000 
of manual scavengers. Orissa had 16,386, followed by 15,352 in Bi-
har; 15,213 in Madhya Pradesh; 13,320 in Maharashtra; 11,896 in 
Tamil Nadu; 9,426 in Uttar Pradesh; 8,740 in Gujarat; 6,708 in 
West Bengal; 5,750 in Jharkhand and 1,085 in the Capital city of 
Delhi. Ironically, 11 out of the 18 states, which the government 
lists as having manual scavengers, had in their affidavits in the 
Supreme Court claimed they did not have a single one, and the 
practice had been eradicated. 

Costs and risks of migration

On the community
Since independence, various five-year plans aimed at the removal of pov-
erty and reducing inequality. The New Economic Policy (NEP), which came 
into reality at the prescription of IMF and World Bank, changed this whole 
perspective. “The long-cherished principles of growth with justice, social re-
sponsibility and accountability, equity and self-reliance have been rendered 
obsolete with the new slogans of liberalization, privatization, globalization, 
efficiency and competitiveness” (Pathy, 1995, pp. 11-12).

In this competitive process, only fittest can survive, and the weaker 
are ultimately thrown out. The previous section of this paper, has clearly 
shown that the benefit of the New Economic Policy (NEP) of 1991 has gone 
more to the ruling class, upper class, wealthy farmers, big traders, MNCs, 
industrialists, professional managers. It has adversely affected the very ex-
istence of marginalized groups such as dalits and tribals, particularly the 
women and children among these groups and in the informal and non-
formal sector workers of our country. The Bihar ex-Chief Minister, Laloo 
Prasad Yadav once defined the economic reforms as …“a conspiracy of the 
upper castes to deprive the backward classes and the dalits of their own 
rights…” (Panini, 1995, p. 47-48).

Ever since the country embraced NEP in 1991, the whole nation has 
undergone an economic upsurge due to liberalization of the market and 
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privatization of many public sector undertakings. Still, unfortunately, the 
social sector has suffered much. Apart from neglecting the social sector, the 
livelihood of the poor is being transferred to the corporate sector and the 
middle class. One can see it, among others, in the extent of deforestation 
and displacement by development projects. “Traditionally forests have met 
more than 50% of the food, fodder, medical and other needs of the forest 
dwellers, particularly the tribals. Forests that were 40% of India’s landmass 
in the mid-19th century had come down to 22% at independence and are 
around 13% today” (Fernandes, 2000).

Looking from the perspective of migrants, one can recognise that 
they are rarely seen as full citizens in their places of work. They lose their 
voting rights, no possibility of identity (e.g., tribals are not recognised 
as tribals in some states), no free health care, no subsidised food and no 
fuel under the Public Distribution System (PDS). They cannot access free 
education for their children. Often regarded as illegal residents, they are 
subjected to harassment from both the administration and the police. 
Since they do not, and usually cannot save money in the banks, they face 
the constant threat of losing their hard-earned savings by theft. They face 
discrimination because they belong to the disadvantaged groups such as 
dalits or tribals. Women and girls face sexual harassment at workplaces 
and other common places, do not receive ‘equal pay for equal work’ and 
face problems of corruption and bribing. Most stay in unhygienic condi-
tions with very little space for privacy, proper drinking water, food and 
other basic amenities. They can hardly access the labour provisions when 
any damage or accident takes place. 

Poor migrants are often employed at risky jobs in industries, exposed 
to hazardous chemicals and long working hours. Migrants are susceptible to 
infectious diseases because of the poor, crowded and unhygienic living con-
ditions. They are identified as the high-risk group by the National Aids Con-
trol Organization. They also face exclusionary processes that prevent them 
from acquiring new skills and moving up the job ladder. They face a constant 
threat of violence from the local people as happens in Maharashtra or Assam. 
They have no job security and are not protected by labour laws of the country. 
Because the migrants live in a different place and culture, they try to find 
their own ethnic or religious groups for their support, which often results in 
ghettoisation leading to ethnic clashes and communal violence.

Positively, migration has provided better earnings, better food, cloth-
ing and housing. The earning invested in agriculture, small enterprises, 
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education of children, health care, housing, etc., has improved the well-
being of the household members. Those who have migrated to other states 
experience a different culture and can see the importance of learning one 
another’s culture and language. Negatively, it has created a great hunger for 
consumer goods among the young and has brought in a culture more in the 
style of Bollywood film culture, which creates a false image of life. Money 
becomes the primary concern and value often at the expense of family, re-
ligion, culture and human values. Family life and family relationships suf-
fer, as the family is often not living together. Male migration from nuclear 
families leads to loneliness, frustration and increased work burdens for 
women. The frustration of not having a job or not earning enough leads the 
migrants to drinking and other bad habits even to suicide. Since children 
do not get the needed affection and love from both the parents when one 
of them is a migrant worker, the growth of the child remains incomplete, 
leading to various difficulties and personal problems. 

The Commonwealth Games (CWG) held in Delhi in 2010 is a clear 
example of such serious violations by the Central and state governments. 
At the CWG work site, unskilled workers were paid Rs. 85 to 100 per day as 
against the stipulated minimum wages of Rs. 142 for eight hours of work 
and with overtime for 12 hours, they should have been paid Rs. 284 (Mishra, 
Chaudhry, & Kothari, 2010, p. 6). Most of the workers lived in makeshift 
tents at the construction site itself. For those who had been provided tempo-
rary housing, it is extremely inadequate. Six to eight labourers have to share 
10 feet by 10 feet brick huts. The huts had roofs of tin and asbestos. There was 
no electricity, ventilation or space to cook. In one of these camps, around 
100 workers had to sleep on bunk beds in a dormitory, and the workers call 
it murga khana (Chicken shed) (Mishra et al., 2010. p. 6). Discrimination 
in wage payment, late payment, child labour and other evils that are found 
in construction sites were typically found in the CWG work sites. Most of 
the workers were from Bihar, Jharkhand, Orissa, Madhya Pradesh, Uttar 
Pradesh, West Bengal and Punjab. Public interest litigation (PIL) filed by 
Peoples’ Union for Democratic Rights (PUDR) states that 49 workers had 
died at various Games sites (Mishra et al., 2010). 

None of them received any compensation for the death. According 
to one source, around 50,000 adult “beggars” and 60,000 children “beg-
gars” would be removed from Delhi for the duration of the Commonwealth 
Games. They would be housed in camps on the outskirts of the city. Mr. P. 
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Chidambaram, home minister admitted in the Rajya Sabha (Upper house 
of the Indian Parliament) on 31August “In my prima facie view, using Rs. 
678 crores out of SCSP (Scheduled Caste Sub Plan) to the Commonwealth 
Games infrastructure appears to be wrong” (TNN, 2010). This shows clearly 
where the country’s options are.

As per the government statistic10 given on its website on 10 Sep-
tember 2010, there are 577 formally approved SEZs and another 155 in-
principle approved SEZs. These SEZs will require 204,148 hectares of land. 
With the already existing 40% of displaced tribals and 20% dalits in the 
country due to mega projects till 1990, this acquisition of land from the 
tribals and dalits is going to increase the migration many folds and de-
prive them of their very livelihood. Many of the tribals and dalits who 
did not own land and depended very much on the forest and agricultural 
labour for their very existence were not able to avail the compensation 
that is paid only to the landowners. 

The report of Saxena, Parasuraman, Kant and Baviskar (2010) on 
Vedanta Mining in Niyamgiri hills clearly showed how the company had 
violated all the laws and how it has affected the tribal people and the en-
tire environment. It mentions that 1.21 lakh trees would be cut, damage 
the wildlife sanctuary and severely damage the livelihood of 28 Kondh 
villages with a total population of 5148 people. This is only one SEZ proj-
ect that has been stopped. What would happen to the other areas where 
the SEZs are going to be established? What would be the cost on the en-
vironment in these areas? How many people would be affected? Where 
will they go?

The communal violence that has been taking place, especially in 
the last three decades cannot be merely looked from the perspective of 
ethnicity and religion. If one has to understand the various dimensions 
of communal violence, especially in this post-modern period of accel-
erated urbanisation and industrialisation, we must look at it from the 
perspective of migration as well. Weiner (1988) has analysed the social 
violence, particularly communalism regarding multi-ethnic syndrome. 

10 This information was taken on 15 June, 2016. Presently this data is not available, since the new Central
Government has updated the data on 31 July 2018. The present factsheet gives a different data without
giving the amount of land acquired for the SEZ Projects. It can be consulted here: http://sezindia.nic.
in/upload/5b98e7e7e01ffFACT-SHEET.pdf
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10e mentions two crucial factors in the process of migration which cause 
tensions. They are 1) Limited local resources: the migrants, as well as the 
local community, compete with each other to corner as much benefit 
as possible. This creates a certain sense of antagonism between the two 
groups. The migrants, since they do not have other socio-cultural, politi-
cal securities, try to make the maximum use out of the available resources. 
2) Integration into the local community: When the migrants move to a 
new place, they carry with them their ethnic and cultural attributes. For 
migrants, the social structure and cultural systems of both the places of 
origin and destination are affected by migration—their perspective cen-
tres around ethnicity and ethnic interactions and also integration and 
cohesion with the local community. If there is a widening gap between 
these two communities, then there is bound to be tension.

Eisensladel (as cited in Banu, 1994, p. 2409) calls this as resocializa-
tion of the immigrants. He mentions three elements that are needed, namely 
a) Acculturation: learning of several new roles, norms, customs of behav-
iour, b) Personal adjustment so that there are few or no indices of personal 
disorganization and c) Institutional dispersion, that is, immigrants are not 
concentrated in one sector of the economic, political, ecological or cultural 
spheres and hence cease to have a separate identity. When the immigrants 
come to the host society and begin to assume the role of a dominant group 
in one of the spheres of the community’s life, there is bound to be conflicts 
with the local group. 

On the environment
Human migration from rural to urban together with the growing popula-
tion and globalization trends of movement of capital, goods and services 
have greatly affected the environment and the ecosystems. At the beginning 
of the 19th century, there were around 25.9 million persons, or 10.8% of the 
country’s population living in urban areas. After that, it gradually increased 
and by 1971 one-fifth of India’s population had become urban. Between 1951 
and 1981 India’s urban population increased two-and-a-half times from 62.4 
million to 156.2 million and it was the third-largest urban population in the 
world and was much higher than the total population of any country except 
China, Soviet Union and the United States in 1980-1981 (Rao, 1986, pp. 39-
40). The growth in the urban population is attributed mainly to migration 
from rural to urban areas. The situation has worsened after the globalization 
process. Urbanization increases the per capita demand for energy, material 
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goods and services (Mukherji, 2006). Hence, it automatically puts pressure 
on natural resources, agriculture and the forest frontier. 

Several ecological trends interact with migration. Global warming 
and climate change alter the temperature and precipitation patterns, which 
in turn affects agriculture, grazing, forestry and fishing and enhances de-
sertification and the rise in sea level. This leads to natural calamities such as 
drought, flood, cyclone, hurricane and even desert fires. Global warming also 
affects biodiversity through destruction and disruption of species’ habitats. 
All these, in turn, lead to the migration of people to more promising regions 
and urban areas (Meyerson, Merino, & Durand, 2007). Besides, population 
growth drives the states to go for expansion of food production systems, such 
as high-breed varieties, that are often not conducive to the local climatic con-
ditions and requirements, and which are highly dependent on water, energy, 
chemical fertilizers, pesticides and other insecticides. 

In many cases, these agricultural systems prove to be environmen-
tally unsustainable, leading to abandonment and subsequent human migra-
tion (Meyerson et al., 2007). Many existing agro-products are unsustainable 
in terms of groundwater and energy. Rapid growth in urbanization has 
created large cities with unhealthy water, soil, pollution of various types as 
well as expanding demand for energy and natural resources. 

Globally, several million hectares of forest cover are lost each year 
(Food and Agriculture Organization of the United Nations [FAO], 200511. 
In India large areas of forest land, protected and preserved by the adivasis 
for centuries, are now taken over by the government in the name of devel-
opment of the country. This has aggravated the migration pattern in these 
areas. Such unsustainable industrialization and mining in the protected 
forest areas transform the landscape and biodiversity of regions with short-
term economic benefits and long term adverse environmental effects. 

Migration brings in a loss of human capital in the villages, and it ad-
versely affects the local environmental sustainability. The flow of financial 
remittances by the migrants back in their places of origin can have both 
positive and negative effects for conservation and the protection of the en-
vironment and biodiversity (Meyerson et al., 2007).11

11 A 2005 report by the United Nations Food and Agriculture Organization (FAO) estimates that although 
the Earth’s total forest area continues to decrease at about 13 million hectares per year.
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Challenges of migrants and IDPs in India

For some, the word ‘migrant’ may evoke images of people at their most 
vulnerable condition at the borders. Others may see migrants as people 
who ‘steal their jobs’ and ‘take off the taxpayers’ money’ (UNDP, 2009). The 
borders have become death traps for millions. Crossing over to the ‘prom-
ised land’ for survival is becoming difficult and dangerous. The survival 
instinct in human beings makes them risk their lives, knowing well that 
there is danger or even death ahead at the borders. Border abuses, traffick-
ing of children and women and sexual violence are in abundance. Detention 
centres are more criminal than prisons. 

On the other hand, there are also difficulties in the receiving coun-
tries: ghettoisation and lack of acclimatisation to the new culture, among 
others. The local people and the governments expect them to lose their 
socio-cultural identity and assimilate the new culture, maybe too quickly. 
Besides legal challenges, the major socio-cultural challenges every migrant 
as well as the people in the receiving countries face are quite similar. For 
example, acknowledging and respecting the socio-cultural diversity and 
identity of the other, social participation, cohesion, integration, and above 
all, respecting the other as a person with rights and dignity. 

The inflow of migrants into a particular place often generates xeno-
phobic tendencies and reactions among the local population. They feel that 
the migrants have stolen their jobs, and they are protected and pampered 
with the taxpayers’ money. Sadly, the politicians use ‘migrants’ as scape-
goats for their own political career. The political populism conveniently 
uses the issue to gain more votes demonizing the migrants and putting 
them at higher risk. 

The above scenario is clearly visible at the international borders, 
though not obviously seen at the internal borders of states within a country 
like India. As mentioned earlier under the section of demography, India is 
a continent with a population of 1.32 billion, with many cultures, languages 
and traditions. The borders of a particular State are like an international 
border, though not legally. As seen in the Migration map of India (Figure 1), 
the primary destination states are in Southern and Western India. The Busi-
ness Standard described Kerala as Dubai for Bengali migrants (27 July 2012) 
and ‘a promised land’ (1 September 2012). No one is stopped at the borders 
of States in India, and the Indian Railways help in cheap travels throughout 
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the nation. However, the socio-cultural problems the migrants face in the 
destination States are almost the same, if not worse to that of international 
migrants. Some of the problems faced include the following.

Xenophobia
The anti-lungiwalas movement of the 1960s, anti-bhaiya movement of 1980s 
by Shiv Sena in Maharashtra, ‘sons of the soil’ movement in Assam, simi-
lar such anti-migrants agitations and attacks in Gujarat, Karnataka, etc., 
are only examples of the xenophobic tendencies. Today the north Indian 
migrant workers in Kerala are the soft targets for the police, state admin-
istration and the locals. Martin, a Jesuit who works among these migrants 
in Kerala, says 

this xenophobia is alarmingly increasing. There are several reported 
cases where north Indian migrant workers were beaten up, lynched 
and killed based on suspicion and rumours. In Chennai, police and 
scores of bystanders watched a migrant worker beaten to death in 
2012. A few even cheered and egged on the mob. Some screamed 
‘north Indian thief. (Martin, Gonsalves, & Sharma, 2017, p. 27)

Language, food and other cultural barriers
Learning a local language is a major challenge for the north Indian mi-
grants in South India. The four major languages of South India, namely 
Tamil, Malayalam, Telugu and Kannada are of Dravidian family, each 
with a different script. The language spoken by migrants from north In-
dia, on the other hand, are Hindi, Odiya, Bengali, Assamese, etc., are of 
Indo-Aryan family, again each with a different script. Much against the 
popular belief of the international community, often promoted by the 
right-wing Hindu fundamentalist groups and politicians in India, Hindi 
is not the common language spoken by everyone leave alone being the 
mother tongue. 

Most of the migrants who come from rural areas of these states 
speak only their mother tongue and cannot converse sufficiently well in 
Hindi. Neither the local people in South India are conversant in Hindi. 
Hence, communication with local people and employers, travelling, ac-
cessing government benefits, medical facilities, reading and writing and 
integration with the local culture and food habits are major challenges 
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for migrants. A case cited by Martin et al. (2017) can help understand 
the problem better. Dipen Konra, a tribal youth from West Bengal while 
travelling in an overcrowded train in Kerala missed getting back into it 
after he got down to fetch water. Since he could not communicate in the 
local language Malayalam, he was taken to the police station. While at 
the police station, he attempted to escape. Inadvertently, he entered the 
adjacent airport compound. Suspecting him to be a terrorist he was ar-
rested, beaten brutally, legs and hands broken he fell unconscious. Dipen 
was sent to prison for 9 months. At the intervention of the state human 
rights commission, he was released and sent back home, but with one 
hand and one leg dysfunctional.

Exploitation, discrimination and non-payment of wages
The vulnerability of the migrants is vivid, especially when it comes to work-
ing hours, safety measures, hazardous jobs and low wages compared to the 
local workers. Migrants are forced to do long hours of work that are dirty, 
dangerous and degrading jobs under inhuman conditions. There are times 
when employers disappear at the time of payments after extracting maxi-
mum labour for months. Migrant contractors and sub-contractors who ex-
ploit them with plenty of promises while snatching away part of the wages 
is a common phenomenon. Any effort to form workers’ union to demand 
the rights of workers are crushed, and the leaders are even falsely accused, 
arrested and punished.

Sexual abuse and gender violence
Women migrants are the most vulnerable. Women face double victimisation: 
their wages are lower than that of men, and they are sexually abused and ha-
rassed. For example, 80% of Bangalore’s garment factory workers are women, 
and these women undergo high levels of sexual harassment and violence at 
the workplace (Sisters for Change, 2016). Most of these women garment work-
ers are young, unmarried and are from SCs and STs. Many of them are from 
the north-eastern states of Odisha, Jharkhand and West Bengal. The study 
found that one out of every 14 women garment workers experienced physical 
violence, and 14% complained of rape and sexual abuse. 

Trafficking and bonded labour
Migrant workers are susceptible to human trafficking and become bonded 
labourers. According to a report of the Bonded Labourers Review in the 
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State of Karnataka (Prabhu, 2015), a total of 7,646 people are allegedly forced 
to work as bonded labourers in different districts of Karnataka. 333 bonded 
labourers including children were rescued from Tamil Nadu brick kilns in 
2015 (New Delhi Television [NDTV], 2017, as quoted in Martin, 2017, p. 33). 

Health hazards, accidents and deaths 
Migrant workers are vulnerable to health hazards and infectious diseases 
due to deplorable living conditions often provided by the employer at the 
work sites. Martin et al. (2017) say, 

there is no arrangement for toilets, drainage, ventilation or provision 
for clean drinking water or light. […] Due to dangerous working condi-
tions and lack of safety measures, migrant workers are highly prone to 
accidents and deaths. However, in cases of accidental injury and deaths, 
migrant workers are often denied rightful compensation. (pp. 33-34)

And citing Manorama, they say, “minimum 50 dead bodies of inter-
state migrant workers reach the hospitals for post mortem every month in 
Kerala.” These are the only cases that have been registered. Probably unreg-
istered cases maybe double the number of registered ones. 

The challenges faced by internal migrants within India, as in the case 
of international migrants all over the world, are not limited to the above six 
areas. It is important to recognise that the challenges and problems faced 
by the migrants as well as the local people are global phenomena. They are 
acute, unimaginable and are quite complex. Hence, this calls for a collective 
response at all levels: global, regional and local. 

Possible responses

Migration, being an expanding global phenomenon today, requires a global 
response. As Kofi Annan (2015) said, 

for starters, leaders of destination countries—whether in Europe, Af-
rica, the Americas, Asia or Oceania—should not turn their back on 
the desperate and wretched. For many elected officials, migration 
poses a complex political dilemma: how to reconcile their citizens’ 
demands with the interests of migrants. They must find the courage 
to make the case for a humane migration policy. (para. 4)



152

Xavier Jeyaraj, S. J.

Here are a few potential responses that people can make at vari-
ous levels.

At the local level
As Pope Francis invited the Christian community and everyone, we must 
learn to welcome, protect, promote and integrate the migrants into the com-
munities. As Kofi Annan (2015) said, “They [the migrants] are fleeing poverty, 
war or oppression or are searching for a better life in a new land” (para. 9). 

Local communities, religious institutions and NGOs may help in pro-
viding essentials such as food, clothing, lifesaving medicines, and hygiene 
kits. They can also support with legal and psychological counselling; protect 
children and women from violence and abuse; promote a sense of accep-
tance; establish interaction with the local communities; and help migrants 
and their families integrate themselves into local communities while ac-
knowledging the differences that exist in the language, culture, and habits 
are an essential part of this call. 

People at all levels can create awareness, educate others and strength-
en collaboration and people’s participation using existing social integration 
mechanisms and cultures. Social media must be used to unite people rather 
than dividing them based on differences.

At the national levels
The politicians and governments must acknowledge that the migrants are not 
there to ‘steal their jobs’ but rather contribute to the economy of the country. 

National governments must encourage NGOs and social scientists 
to study the phenomenon and make laws, policies and schemes that will 
help the migrants to integrate themselves into the local communities based 
on scientific evidence. They also should create mechanisms for cultural 
exchange among people such as food festivals, cultural programs such as 
dance, music, theatre, etc.

Finally, it is crucial to provide migrants with legal and psychological 
support as well as the necessary assistance to access the facilities that are 
available only for the locals.

At International levels
The Global Compact for Safe, Orderly and Regular Migration, expected to 
be the first inter-governmentally negotiated agreement, prepared under the 
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auspices of the United Nations in December 2018 in Morocco, is an out-
standing attempt. It is hoped that this will cover all significant dimensions 
of international migration holistically and comprehensively. This is a very 
positive indication. 

It is important to build greater alliances and networks among na-
tions and states. In addition, these organizations need to monitor and 
ensure that the national governments and state actors do not violate the 
various UN declarations, where they are signatories, such as the declaration 
on human rights, the declaration on the rights of indigenous peoples, etc. 

The above responses are not a comprehensive list of answers to the 
growing phenomenon, but it serves as a pointer for better understanding 
and greater collaboration among all.

Conclusions

We have seen that the development induced displacement and forced migra-
tion of millions of marginalized communities like dalits in Asia, indigenous 
people, women, children, unorganized labourers and youth all over the 
world is continuously increasing. They have become the most vulnerable 
victims of the lop-sided development that is being promoted by the gov-
ernments supported by the market-oriented corporates. The poor have be-
come a mere commodity to be used and thrown. The present developmental 
paradigm of the world has dispossessed a large number of people of their 
very livelihood, forcing millions to live in inhuman conditions. The gap 
between a few rich and the majority poor has increased manifolds. Recently, 
both the markets as well as the environment have given signs that call for 
a radical change of approach, a paradigm shift—a paradigm that will be 
inclusive, holistic, sustainable, and environment and human-friendly. Such 
a paradigm will have to emerge from below, from the people. The poor are 
determined to engage in a democratic struggle to assert their economic, so-
cial and cultural rights along with civil and political rights. The call is quite 
clear. Are we ready to join them and be with them?
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