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An Analysis of India’s Uncalled Migrant 
Labor Crisis during the COVID-19 Pandemic:  
Case Study of Bihar 

Bhavana Kumari 

Necessitous men are not free men. 

(Franklin Delano Roosevelt)

The chapter discusses the migrant labor crisis in India that surfaced because of the 

lockdown imposed during the first wave of the SARS CoV-2 (COVID-19) in 2020. 

Despite several relief measures, there have been lapses that resulted in unwelcome 

consequences to the fate of migrant laborers. This chapter attempts to find the 

reasons behind the unfortunate consequences and offers an in-depth analysis of 

India’s COVID-19 lockdown and its effects on the socio-economic challenges of 

domestic migrant laborers. Neoclassical Migration and Dual Labor Market theories 

are applied to understand the nuanced situations of migrant laborers in India. This 

research makes an inductive and qualitative analysis. The chapter uses official 

empirical data available for study, and takes Bihar, a central eastern state of India, 

as a case study for a better understanding of the issue. 
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1. Introduction
India registered the first case of the SARS CoV-2 (COVID-19) on January 30, 2020, 

in Kerala, a southwestern coastal state of the country (Andrews et al. 2020, 490). 

A student returning home for winter vacation from Wuhan University, in Wuhan, 

People’s Republic of China (PRC), tested positive for the deadly virus. The stu-

dent did recover from the infection later (Andrews et al. 2020, 490). However, the 

COVID-19 cases kept on increasing slowly but steadily in India. On March 24, 

2020, Indian Prime Minister Narendra Modi announced the world’s most stringent 
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lockdown on only four hours’ notice to fight against the pandemic. The decision 

was praised as it initially helped to keep the number of infections low. However, 

at the time of writing this chapter, with more than 33 million cases, 1 India has 

become the world’s second worst-affected country by the COVID-19. The sudden 

and stringent lockdown, which lasted for more than two months, brought India’s 

economy to its knees. The country recorded a 23.9% contraction in its GDP in the 

first quarter, that is April-June month, of 2020 (GoI 2021, 2). The International 

Monetary Fund (IMF) estimated India’s economy to grow at 11.5 % in 2021, after 

the country comes out from the lockdown (Mitra et al. 2021).

However, the second wave of COVID-19 hammered India more severely than 

the first one. India recorded an average of about 0.35 million COVID-19 cases daily 

from April 20 to May 8, 2021. 2 Unlike the 2020 lockdown, which was announced by 

the Central Government of India, during the second wave of COVID-19 infections, 

it was the state governments which took initiatives to curb the surge of infections. 

The initiatives included measures like a complete lockdown and weekend curfew. 

Such measures are further expected to hinder the country’s economic growth. 

This slowdown of the national economy results in high unemployment rates. It 

eventually affects the lives of the poor and voiceless class of Indian society, partic-

ularly migrant laborers. In 2001, India had 315 million registered migrant laborers 

out of a total workforce of 406 million (GoI 2001). The number included both 

intra-state and inter-state migrant laborers. A decade later, the total number of 

migrant laborers saw a significant increase and went up to 452 million (GoI 2011). 

The share of migrant laborers in the national workforce, which was 463 million 

then, went to 97%. They also contributed 10% to the national GDP. 

Table 1: India’s labor force and migrant laborers

Year Total labor force 
(in millions) 

Migrant laborers 
(in millions)

2001 406 315

2011 463 452

2020 471 Not available

Source: Census Data (2001, 2011) and World Bank Data (2020)

The exact figures of internal migration are always disputed because of misman-

agement and problems in maintaining empirical data. India has postponed its 

population Census 2021 enumeration due to the pandemic. The data of 2021 

should present a better picture about the number of migrant laborers in the coun-

 1	  Data updated on September 28, 2021, on worldometers.info.

 2	  Data updated on May 9, 2021, on covid19india.org.
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try. This chapter presents an analysis based on the 2011 Census Data and other 

latest economic survey reports. Migrant laborers usually come to urban areas and 

big cities to earn their livelihood. According to several news reports and economic 

surveys, the number of inter-state migrant laborers is estimated to be around 

150–200 million. India has a population of 1.3 billion. This means that, on average, 

every seventh person in the country is an inter-state migrant. 

In India, there are four major types of migrant laborers: permanent, semi-per-

manent, seasonal, and circular migrant laborers. Semi-permanent, seasonal, and 

circular migrants are more vulnerable to exploitation due to the irregular market 

wages and job-availability, when compared to the permanent migrants. Seasonal 

and semi-permanent migrant laborers are approximately 14–15 million in number. 

It is also estimated that India has around 30–70 million circular migrants (Krishna 

and Rains 2020). The plight that has been reported in the media was mainly of the 

latter three categories of migrant laborers. So, talking in conservative numbers, 

approximately 50–80 million migrant laborers were heading back to their native 

homes during the first phase of lockdown in 2020.

This chapter conducts a study about the plight of migrant laborers, which 

happened during the COVID-19 induced lockdown in India in 2020. It finds the 

reasons for the hardships of migrant laborers by understanding their socio-eco-

nomic background and their place in India’s dual/segmented labor market. The 

chapter also analyses the measures taken by the central and state governments 

to address the migrant labor crisis in the country. The crucial section on Bihar, 

a state which saw a large-scale reverse migration during the lockdown, helps to 

meet the above stated objectives. 

This chapter argues that India was facing a migrant labor crisis for the past few 

decades, but the pandemic made the crisis publicly visible and further worsened 

it. The economic imbalances between states and social conservatism pushed 

laborers from poor states to migrate towards other rich states. The chapter also 

asserts that migrant laborers’ needs were long ignored by the governments, indus-

trialists, and their recruiters. The reasons for such ignorance could be the lack of 

any significant political, social, and economic power of migrant laborers in India.

2. Theoretical framework
To understand the scenes that unfolded during the lockdown, it is necessary to 

understand the characteristics of India’s labor market and where a migrant laborer 

fits in the system. India’s labor market is one of the most complex labor markets 

in the world because of its vast size and no unified system. It includes both the 

organized/formal and unorganized/informal sectors. So far, no theory has clearly 

explained the migration issue in the Indian labor market. However, in this chapter, 
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the author has used the “neoclassical” migration and “dual/segmented labor mar-

ket” theories to draw some understanding. 

The neoclassical theory makes three important arguments about the labor 

migration. Firstly, it argues that internal migration happens during the process 

of economic development because of the “geographical differences in the supply 

of and demand of labor” (Massey et al. 1993, 433). People from a low-wage market 

with a higher endowment of labor migrate to areas that provide higher wages but 

have a lower endowment of labor power. India is one of the fastest developing 

economies in South Asia. However, internally, not every Indian state shows a sim-

ilar rate of economic development. The North-South regional division is depicted 

in ample survey results. The southern states have outperformed the northern and 

eastern states of India on many socio-economic parameters like Human Devel-

opment Index, per capita income, and GDP growth (Paul and Sridhar 2015, 1). In 

intra-northern regions, the Delhi-NCR area has outperformed the other states of 

India. As labor migration occurs in the process of economic development (Todaro 

1980, 361; Massey et al. 1993, 431), India’s better performing regions see a major 

influx of migrant laborers from less developed states like Uttar Pradesh, Bihar, 

Rajasthan, and others.

Secondly, the neoclassical theory also argues that migrating people consider 

better wages as a long-term benefit of relocation and mitigates the monetary risk 

taken during the initial period. In India, semi-permanent, seasonal, and circular 

migrant laborers coming from poor states take the risk of traveling for days be-

fore reaching their preferable workplaces. Most of the time, they remain jobless 

for weeks and even for months, before getting a job with pay that justifies their 

skills. However, they evaluate such risks to be fruitful for them in the long run. 

Thirdly, according to the neoclassical theory, individuals are the rational actors 

and decisions regarding when, where, why, and how to migrate are purely taken 

by the individuals. Indian society is mostly patriarchal. It is rare to see women 

making decisions to migrate due to work, either alone or with the family. Though 

male migrant laborers are themselves not well educated, their female partners are 

even less educated. This often results in the decisions of a female partner being 

insignificant in family affairs and the final decision is mostly made by the male 

head in the family. 

The understanding, that the decision making mostly rests on the male head of 

the family, helps us to rule out the “New Economics” theory of migration for this 

study. This theory argues that the social dimensions, usually household/family, 

play a decisive role for migration of an individual (Massey et al. 1993, 436). The 

theory seems to be unsuitable for a typical Indian family. Therefore, the New Eco-

nomics theory was not applied for this study and neoclassical theory is considered 

essential in explaining the migration of laborers in India.
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Once migrant laborers reach the target workplace, they enter in the dual/seg-

mented Indian labor market. The dual labor market theory emerged in the United 

States and was developed in the 1960s and 1970s. The theory divides the labor 

market into two sectors: primary and secondary. The primary sector labor market 

is more formalized, while the secondary sector has informal employment. The 

labor markets in the primary sectors offer high wages, stable employment, job 

security, and good working conditions. On the contrary, the labor markets in the 

secondary sectors offer no job security, no grievance mechanism, no promotion 

guarantee, and no labor union. Wages are low and largely unregulated in the 

secondary sectors. In India, there is a concept of organized sectors (equal to the 

primary sectors) and unorganized sectors (equal to the secondary sectors). Organ-

ized sectors are part of the formal economy and unorganized sectors constitute 

the informal economy. Since the last decade, even in the formal and organized 

sectors, the percentage of contract labor employment has been increasing (Anant 

et al. 2006, 205). The unorganized and informal sectors are labor intensive, em-

ploy less-skilled laborers, and pay low wages with no or minuscule job security 

and other benefits. Ninety percent of the working population in India are part of 

the informal economy and just two states (Uttar Pradesh and Bihar) share more 

than 80% of the labor force in informal economy (Patel 2020). Moreover, 90% of 

migrant laborers work in the unorganized sectors that lack formal employment 

mechanisms. Segmentation based on class, caste, religion, region, and gender is 

another primary feature of the Indian labor market (Srivastava 2019, 49).

3. Socio-economic background of migrant laborers
When a person is listed in the Census at a different place from his/her place of 

birth, he/she is called a migrant (GoI 2001). As per the Census Data of 2001 and 

2011, the annual growth rate of migration has doubled from 2.4% to 4.5%. Migrant 

laborers usually belong to socio-economically backward sections of society. They 

are poor, less educated, and politically overlooked. They hesitate to use their sur-

name, to hide their identity and escape from being exploited based on caste, class, 

or culture. If we try to divide the migrants based on their social caste category, 

Other Backward Castes (OBCs) comprise 36.94% of rural-urban seasonal migrants, 

Dalits comprise 30.57%, Adivasis comprise 12.63%, and Muslims comprise 11.03% 

(Tyagi 2020). The General Category castes share only 5.5% and Brahmins only 

2.8% (Tyagi 2020).

Males contribute 68.4% of the national workforce and women 31% (GoI 2011). 

However, the percentage of migration for women is, somewhat surprisingly, more 

than that of men. Marriage is the primary reason for women to migrate, whereas 

males migrate mainly in search of jobs and a better lifestyle (Rajan, Sivakumar, and 
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Srinivasan 2020, 1023). Women are part of the “invisible economies of care” (Shah 

and Lerche 2020, 720). They are the primary caretakers in most Indian families. 

They bear immense physical and psychological pressure while nurturing their 

children (Bhattacharya 2013). They do unpaid domestic work at home which fur-

ther facilitates their male relatives to travel for work. The patriarchal mindset of 

the Indian society also supports such rules for women. The reproductive activities 

of female partners should be considered as a supportive factor for the productive 

activities of males at the workplace (Shah and Lerche 2020, 721). Social Reproduc-

tion Theory (SRT) highlights such relation between production and reproduction. 

The concept builds on the factors of domestic labor and women’s economic role 

in the capitalist society (Bezanson and Luxton 2006, 3). Having said that, some 

female partners do take up jobs after migrating. Still, their primary reason for mi-

gration is listed as marriage in official records. The female partners who join the 

workforce are often paid lower wages than their male counterparts for the same 

job. As mentioned earlier, gender discrimination is a part of the segmented labor 

market, and female migrant labors are not unaffected. Women migrant laborers 

are also the first ones to bear the brunt of unemployment.

From an economic perspective, India’s per capita income was USD 156 for the 

year 2019–2020. With an average monthly income of USD 437, India has been 

ranked at 72nd position among 106 countries in the global list of countries with 

average monthly income (PTI 2018). According to survey data of the Centre for the 

Study Developing Societies (CSDS), 22% of Indian households monthly earn less 

than USD 26, 32% have monthly income of 26–66 USD, and 25% manage to earn 

66–133 USD as monthly household income. Only 13% of households’ monthly in-

come is between 133–266 USD and 8% earn more than or equal to USD 266. A mi-

grant worker in India earns approximately USD 137 monthly, which is even lower 

than the national average (PTI 2020a). The money is insufficient to live a healthy 

and decent lifestyle. Given the fact that the cities they help to build become far 

too expensive to accommodate its poor builders, migrant laborers prefer to live 

in the outskirts of the city where they can get rooms at cheaper rates. However, 

even those rented houses are not easy to find, because laborers are new to the 

city, to its native culture, and its code. They also feel alienated in the destination 

states. As a result, migrant laborers often choose to live at their worksites in poor 

and unhygienic conditions. Article 42 in the Constitution of India (CoI) guar-

antees good working conditions and maternity leave for women. The poor and 

unhealthy working conditions at worksites show the real face of implementation 

of rules. Moreover, in the lack of data, how many female migrant laborers have 

been granted maternity leave are unknown.

In occupational terms, nearly 42% of rural-urban seasonal migrant laborers’ 

primary source of income are non-agricultural works, 22.5% take up cultivation 
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jobs, and 18.9% are engaged in allied agricultural activities (Tyagi 2020). In the 

case of rural-rural seasonal migration, 31.9% of laborers work in non-agricultural 

sectors, 21.9% are cultivators, and 29.5% are engaged in allied agricultural activities 

(Tyagi 2020). Densely populated Indian states like Bihar (17.88%) and Uttar Pradesh 

(16.88%) comprise the highest proportion of rural-urban seasonal migrants (refer 

to Table 2). Other states like Jharkhand in the east, Madhya Pradesh in the center, 

Uttarakhand in the north, and Rajasthan in the west are some of the major sources 

of migrant laborers.

Table 2: Major sources and destinations of rural-urban seasonal migration

Major sources of migration Top destinations

Uttar Pradesh Delhi

Bihar Maharashtra

Rajasthan Gujarat

Madhya Pradesh Haryana

Jharkhand Punjab 

Andhra Pradesh Karnataka

Tamil Nadu Kerala

Uttarakhand  

Source: Census Data (2011)

Lastly, the number of child migrant laborers is also increasing in significant num-

bers in India. Though there is no separate data of child migrant laborers, India 

is estimated to have about 10.1 million child laborers in total. 3 Articles 23 and 24 

of the CoI prohibit any kind of forced labor and child labor. However, in a liberal 

and democratic system, where social mobility is encouraged by the institutions 

in place, millions of children particularly from the lower and voiceless sections 

of societies are replicating the professions of their parents (Clark, Baldwin, and 

Carter 2012, 2011). They join their parents at labor worksites. However, they get 

paid low wages.

4. Challenges of migrant laborers
The chapter looked at the inter-state migration and migrant laborers issue, as it 

is these who were stuck in pardesh (“foreign land”). In many Indian languages, 

particularly of the northern belt, pardesh refers to a land of different cultures, 

languages, and customs. So, whenever a person leaves his/her home and travels 

 3	 Data collected from the official website of UNICEF India. https://www.unicef.org/india/what-
we-do/child-labor-exploitation. Accessed on May 26, 2021.
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to other Indian states, a land of a different language and culture, it is said that the 

person is going to a foreign land.

Migrants always face challenges when moving from home to pardesh. Firstly, 

they need to overcome the language and culture differences between their home 

and the destination states. This is often the biggest problem for them, and often 

results in migrants being looked down upon in the destination states. They are 

seen as “aliens” for the native society of the destination state. They find difficulties 

in communicating with their employers. Therefore, sometimes, they compro

mise with low wages and inhospitable living conditions. They work in Dickensian 

conditions and reside in slum areas. They do not settle at their workplace because 

of the expensive urban environment. They prefer to keep families at their native 

places and travel between workplace and home multiple times a year. Secondly, if 

they belong to the vulnerable sections of society, their challenges multiply man-

ifold. One of the major challenges that migrant laborers from vulnerable sections 

have been facing, even before the pandemic, is discrimination based on class 

and caste. Those who belong to the upper class and castes are better educated. 

They are placed in comparatively better jobs compared to migrants who are from 

socially weaker classes. Poor and socially suppressed migrant laborers lack land 

ownership and usually migrate to escape from the feudalistic approach of the 

dominant class in their region. They are less educated and have low skills, which 

gives them low bargaining power. They migrate from their native places, but the 

hardships continue at the destination workplace. “Dirty, dangerous and demean-

ing work being invariably carried out by migrant laborers from low status caste,” 

writes Ravi Srivastava (2019, 56). Lower status migrant laborers get little chance to 

develop or improve their living standard. 

Thirdly, migrant laborers are also treated as a threat to domestic laborers. Low-

wage domestic migrants within countries are there to fill the gaps left by low-

wage international migrants (Kofman and Raghuram 2015, 23). Many rich Indian 

states like Kerala, Karnataka, Tamil Nadu, Maharashtra are major sources of labor 

force for Gulf countries. The gap left by these labor forces back in their native 

states is filled by the cheap and easily accessible migrant laborers coming from 

other poorer states. However, as states have data servers for their non-resident 

Indians, they don’t have a similar mechanism for internal migrants, much less 

for the labor class. Up to date data on internal migrant laborers help in keeping 

records of their whereabouts and in case of any emergency they would be easily 

traced and helped. Moreover, those labor forces who choose not to migrate abroad 

but would not work at low-wage jobs in their home state see migrant laborers as 

threats and as someone who would pollute and corrupt their society (Mishra 2021). 

They regard migrant laborers as “work snatchers” (Mishra 2021).
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Lastly, migrant laborers from poor states face discrimination because of the 

sense of “nativism” among the people of richer states in India. Many states’ social 

security systems have domicile requirements. These schemes favor the native 

population and leave migrant laborers from accessing government-sponsored 

benefits like healthcare (Rawat et al. 2020). Seasonal, circular, and temporary mi-

grants are not eligible for domicile rights in their destination states. Several social 

welfare schemes like Public Distribution Schemes (PDS), which distributes food 

and other essentials at subsidized prices, are not available to them. They cannot 

access rice, lentils, and kerosene provided to the poor at subsidized rates under 

the state’s PDS, which increases their spending and reduces their overall saving. 

Migrant laborers also need to send remittances back home. 

It can be concluded that migrant laborers’ challenges do not end after migrat-

ing to high-income states. One can understand why the migrants were rushing 

towards their homes after the sudden and abrupt announcement of the nation-

wide lockdown. They were forced to travel on foot and, unfortunately, some of 

them even died on their way back home.

5. Why migrant laborers wanted to leave cities during the lockdown?
India announced a nationwide lockdown on only four hours’ notice. It pushed 

millions of migrant daily wage laborers out of their jobs overnight with little to 

no savings left to survive. The situation brought the country’s invisible apathy 

towards its internal migrant laborers into visibility. Figure 1 shows the direction 

of reverse migration that happened during the first country-wide lockdown 

due to the COVID-19 pandemic in March 2020. The map indicates only the 

inter-state reverse migration and not the intra-state migration. Nonetheless, 

one cannot deny the fact that intra-state reverse migration also happened 

during the same time. However, they did not catch the attention of the media 

or the government. 

A study of CSDS and Azim Premji university in 2019 estimates that 29% of the 

population in India’s big cities is of daily wage laborers. The abrupt and complete 

cessation of economic activities overnight led to a large scale of unemployment 

for daily wagers, street-vendors, and contractual seasonal and circular migrant 

laborers. Prime Minister Narendra Modi, in an address to the nation on March 

24, 2020, said that the fight against the pandemic will take three weeks (Pandey 

2020). However, the restrictions were extended further for months, with a few 

exemptions for essential services. Millions of migrants found it hard to cope with 

the harsh realities of cessation of economic activities. They suffered from lack of 

food and money. As mentioned in the previous section, migrant laborers are de-

prived of domicile rights in other destination states. Due to the lack of documents, 
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migrant laborers were turned away from the destination state’s PDS shops and free 

ration distribution was not made available to them initially. It was only after the 

government relaxed norms for availing ration benefits, some of them could collect 

rice, lentils, and oils from the PDS shops (Tripati 2020). Soon, the PDS shops ran 

out of stock for relief foods, as the number of claimants exceeded the estimates. 

Figure 1: Reverse migration during the first lockdown in March 2020

(Source: Compiled by the author)

Migrant laborers also felt abandoned by their employers (Srivastava and Nagaraj 

2020). The contractors and recruiters of migrant laborers failed to provide any 

help. It is estimated that nearly 4 out of 5 workers were left unpaid by their em-

ployers (Srivastava and Nagaraj 2020). Swain, a 45-year-old migrant laborer, 

said in a telephonic interview, “Nobody was understanding our problems there. 

My employer did not lift the phone when I contacted him to ask for my 10 days’ 

wages pending with him. They are big people. What can we do?” (Srivastava and 

Nagaraj 2020). 

The relief camps, set up to provide housing to the migrant workers, along with 

meditation and yoga classes to ease distress and anxieties, were overcrowded 

as the number of shelter and food seekers was far more than the government’s 

estimated figures. The camps also lacked basic sanitary facilities, making lives of 

women and children more troublesome (Pandey 2020). Migrants were unsure 

about the reopening of workplaces any time soon. Therefore, with no hope for 
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reopening of workplaces, no place to live, and no savings left, migrant laborers 

preferred to move back to their native home (Pandey 2020).

The other most crucial factor that led to a mass exodus of migrant laborers is 

the lack of communication about the situation, which eventually created a sense 

of panic (Sengupta and Jha 2020). They were aware that a new virus was spreading 

in urban areas, which was also highly contagious, but the precautions required 

to be taken were not well communicated to them. Later, when the government 

ministries and local administrative officers tried to convey precautionary measures 

with them, they found it impossible to follow (Sengupta and Jha 2020). Practi-

cing physical distancing is not possible for everyone. In a country like India, it 

is a privilege. Migrants also feared that, though the mortality rate from the virus 

is low, if they got infected, they might face harassment from local community 

(Kumar et al. 2020). Therefore, they believed it would be better to leave the urban 

and metropolitan cities and live in their villages. 

However, their journey back to home also had several hurdles. As per the re-

cords of the Railway Protection Force (RPF), 80 migrants died in trains, run by the 

governments, while traveling back to their respective home states (Dutta 2020). 

They allegedly died due to lack of food and extreme heat. Article 38 clause (1) of 

the CoI says that the state should aim to be a welfare state. Clause (2) of the same 

article says that the state should try to eliminate inequalities in society. Keeping 

these clauses in mind, one must compare the repatriation flights operated under 

the Vande Bharat Mission to bring back stranded Indian nationals from abroad to 

the scenario where the migrant laborers were left in their precarious conditions 

in locked cities at nobody’s mercy until they started walking to their home state 

under scorching heat in the months of April–May in 2020. Privation undergone 

by migrant laborers due to the lack of jobs, food, and shelter clearly shows that 

the central and state governments were not anticipating such harsh results of the 

lockdown. The lack of political voice of the migrant laborers could be one of the 

reasons behind such steps taken by governments. The case study of Bihar further 

discusses this point in detail.

6. State’s play
In March 2020, the Government of India invoked Epidemic Diseases Act, 

1897 (EDA) combined with National Disaster Management Act, 2005 (NDMA), and 

designed the complete plan of how and until when the nation will be under a com-

plete lockdown. State governments had little to no power to make any changes 

in the given format of executing the lockdown order. The Central Government 

granted 14.8 billion USD to the Indian states and Union Territories under the State 

Disaster Risk Management Fund (SDRMF) (Ministry of Home Affairs 2020). The 
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grants were used to provide temporary shelter, food, and medical care to home-

less people, including the migrant laborers. The PDS shops were allowed to open 

throughout the lockdown period. Around 80 million migrant laborers received 

5 kg of rice per person per month and 1 kg of chickpeas per family per month, 

even if they could not present a valid ration card 4 (Tripati 2020). The supply was 

for two months (June and July 2020). This was done outside the ambit of the 

National Food Security Act (NFSA), 2013 (Agarwal and Srivas 2020). The govern-

ment also aimed to launch the One Nation, One Ration Card (ONORC) scheme 5 

by March 2021. According to the latest reports 34 states/Union Territories out of 

36 could implement the ONORC scheme by August 2021 (Express News Service 

2021). Others are in the process of integration to the scheme. According to reports, 

17 states also borrowed an additional 5.1 billion USD in 2020–2021 to implement 

the plan (Sharma 2021). 

Several state governments promised an immediate monetary help of 7–14 USD 

per month to each migrant laborer in their respective states (Telegraph News 

2020). There was no mention of the termination date of this monetary help. How-

ever, it was widely anticipated that the help would be extended for at least two to 

three months.

For those who wanted to head back to their home, trains named “Shramik 

Trains” were started in collaboration with the state and central governments (Dutta 

2020). “Shramik” is a Hindi language word for “labor”. Indian Railways is among 

the world’s largest rail networks and its route length network. It is spread over an 

area of 23,236 square kilometers with 13,523 passenger trains, 9,146 freight trains, 

23 million travelers, and 3 million tons of freight transported daily from 7,349 sta-

tions (Shah 2021). Despite this enormous capacity, around 40 out of 3,000 trains 

lost their way and did not reach their destination on scheduled time (HW News 

2020). Many got delayed and diverted. Railway Board Chairman Vinod Kumar 

Yadav clarified that since most of the trains were reaching only two states, Uttar 

Pradesh and Bihar, “[t]here has been a surge in crowding of people. This is the 

reason why the railways had to change routes of some trains” (HW News 2020). 

Therefore, a journey which was supposed to be covered in a day took 60 hours to 

complete, thereby causing great distress and sufferings to passengers who starved 

due to lack of food and water, which as mentioned earlier also led to death of some 

of the migrant laborers (The Wire Staff 2020). Apart from trains, some buses were 

also arranged later, mainly by the states that were suppliers of migrant laborers 

(Express News Service 2020). However, before the traveling mechanisms became 

 4	 Ration cards are the documents that governments issue to persons who are eligible to buy 
food grains and other essentials at subsidized rates from PDS shops under NFSA.

 5	 ONORC is aimed at providing universal access to PDS food grains for migrant workers.
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smooth, the distressed migrants were caught in inter-state political disputes as 

well. States like Karnataka and Tamil Nadu initially refused to send the migrant 

laborers back, due to the fear of not getting them back after reopening of the 

economy (Wielenga 2020).

The Central Government also launched a 7 billion USD Garib Kalyan Rojgar 

Abhiyan to provide work for over three months to returnee migrant laborers in six 

states (Bihar, Uttar Pradesh, Madhya Pradesh, Rajasthan, Jharkhand, and Odisha) 

(PTI 2020b). The Central Government allotted 13.8 billion USD for Mahatma Gandhi 

National Rural Employment Guarantee Act, 2005 6 (MGNREGA), which protects 

the “Right to work” in rural India, to boost employment in villages (Agarwal and 

Srivas 2020). The government raised average daily wages of MGNREGA laborers 

from 2.44 USD to 2.70 USD (Shukla et al. 2021) and also increased the minimum 

number of working days from 100 to 150 days (Special Correspondent 2021). The 

demand for jobs under MGNREGA saw a sharp rise as around 20 million people 

requested for work in April 2020 (Sharma 2021). The number is the highest since 

the launch of the scheme in 2006. One major limitation of MGNREGA scheme 

is that it leaves out the poor population in towns and urban areas, so for them 

the government tend to provide another package. An economic package of 0.6 

billion USD to provide a Special Credit Facility for Street Vendors (SCFSV) was also 

announced by the Central Government. The SCFSV scheme for street vendors is 

estimated to cover around 5 million street vendors (Agarwal and Srinivas 2020) 

which is a number based on 2011 Census data. By 2020, the numbers must have 

been significantly more.

For long-term benefits, the Central Government announced an affordable 

rental housing scheme under Pradhan Mantri Awaas Yojana for migrant laborers 

and urban poor. The mentioned relief measures had been announced and carried 

out after a few days of lockdown and some were taken on the recommendation 

of the Supreme Court of India. However, after their announcement, planning 

and proper execution have been a major hurdle in front of states. There was no or 

minuscule central registry of migrant laborers, despite having Inter-State Migrant 

Workmen (Regulation of Employment and Conditions of Service) Acts 1979 in 

place, which further derailed the PDS and cash transfer schemes of the govern-

ments (Venkataramanan 2020). The lack of literacy among laborers usually makes 

them unaware of their rights and the state’s efforts to make them aware have not 

been enough; the labor inspectors who are assigned to monitor the implemen

 6	 The program aims to provide livelihood security in rural India by providing at least hundred 
days of employment in every financial year to every household whose adult members vo-
lunteer to do unskilled manual work. Official Website for MGNREGA. Government of India.  
https://nrega.nic.in/Nregahome/MGNREGA_new/Nrega_home.aspx Accessed January 3, 
2021.

https://nrega.nic.in/Nregahome/MGNREGA_new/Nrega_home.aspx
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tation of these laws rarely operate (Shah and Lerche 2020, 728). Thus, making the 

laws is the least beneficial for the labor class. The execution is always the toughest 

part of any law and if this is not done with strict monitoring, legislation could be 

of no use. 

Further, in May 2020 as the lockdown restriction were relaxed, Prime Minister 

Narendra Modi’s government announced a 271 billion USD economic package 

under Atmanirbhar Bharat Abhiyan 7 to bring back the country’s slumped economy 

out of the COVID-19 crisis. Moreover, state governments also carried several re-

forms to send relief to small and medium enterprises (SMEs) and bring back their 

confidence in the Indian economy. However, in this process states took steps to 

abolish a few labor rights, which was again criticized by the labor groups, particu-

larly the migrant laborers. The next section discusses the reforms and suspension 

of those labor rights.

7. Reforms and suspension of labor rights
In 1991, India moved from being a planned economy to a capitalist and free mar-

ket economy. But the reforms made then were largely in the product and service 

sectors, not in the factory market. After 2014, under the leadership of Narendra 

Modi (2014–2019), India has brought reforms into its labor laws. To make laws 

simpler and easily executable, 44 Union laws have been condensed into four laws: 

1.	 The Code on Wages, 2019 

2.	 The Industrial Relations Code, 2019 

3.	 The Occupation Safety, Health and Working Conditions Code, 2019 

4.	 Code on Social Security, 2019

The above-mentioned four new laws intend to bring revolution in the factory 

and labor market. The new laws include provisions like paid leave with medical 

care which will apply to all laborers, irrespective of working as full-timers, part-

timers, casual, contractual, domestic, or home-based employees (Vanamali 2021). 

The reforms in laws attempt to bring the unorganized sectors and the informal 

economy in line with the organized sectors. They also attempt to eliminate the 

segmentation of the labor market and bring uniformity in wages and other bene-

fits for working groups including migrant laborers. Firstly, to catch the interest of 

industrialists, the laws provide powers to employers where they do not need the 

government’s permission for shutting down companies and firing less than 300 

employees (Vanamali 2021). Earlier, the cap used to be at a hundred employees. It 

 7	 Atmanirbhar Bharat Abhiyan means Self-reliant India Campaign. The campaign aimed to 
make India and its citizen independent and self-reliant. The campaign is focused on India’s 
economy, infrastructure, system, vibrant democracy, and demand. 

https://www.business-standard.com/author/search/keyword/krishna-veera-vanamali
https://www.business-standard.com/author/search/keyword/krishna-veera-vanamali


 67 

Bhavana Kumari

DOI: 10.5507/ff.23.24462691.02

can be inferred that the move might send relief to SMEs which are facing a crisis 

and are on the verge of closing. However, from an employees’ point of view, the 

provision will bring unfair outcomes for them. 

Under The Code on Wages, 2019, seasonal laborers will be given a gratuity of 

pay equal to their seven days of work (Ministry of Law and Justice 2020). The point 

here is, as the government stresses that the new laws would safeguard both em-

ployers and employees, it forgets that 90% of India’s workforce including migrant 

laborers work in informal sectors (Sharma 2020) where implementation of these 

laws has become a herculean task. The implementation of The Code on Wages, 

2019, has been postponed from April 1, 2021, till further notice as states were not 

prepared with their Plan of Action (PoA). India’s labor law reforms come under the 

concurrent list, so finally, states will decide how to implement them according to 

their ground situations. 

At the provincial level, states have extended working hours in industries from 

8 to 12, though some states like Punjab have also doubled pay for extra hour work 

(Krar 2020). Some states suspended labor rights amid the pandemic. The rationale 

behind the suspension is that labor rights are inflexible and demotivating for in-

vestors. In May 2020, Uttar Pradesh, Madhya Pradesh, and Rajasthan suspended 

labor laws with few exemptions for three years, while the state of Gujarat suspend

ed them for 120 days (Ghose 2020). 8 States like Assam introduced fixed-term em-

ployment (all became contractual laborers). According to the law, labor rights can 

only be suspended during the case of external aggression or a war-like situation, 

and not during a pandemic (Gowda 2020). However, due to its weak enforcement, 

the law seems to do little to stop the states from suspending labor rights. SMEs 

indeed need the support of the governments to pay their laborers well and survive 

during hard times. However, further investigation is needed to know whether 

Indian investors have invested their money back in the country’s economy after 

receiving relaxation from the government or invested abroad.

India is a developing country with the largest young and working age popula-

tion in the world. Every year, around 12 million youths are added to the country’s 

workforce (Sarkar 2021). Private sectors play a vital role in providing oppor-

tunities to fresh young talents and subsuming them in the nation’s economy. 

India has some huge private sectors enterprises that contribute around two-

thirds of the country’s GDP (Banerjee 2019). Narendra Modi’s government aims 

to strengthen the private sector because they believe that “asset monetization 

and privatization will empower Indian citizens, enhance India’s infrastructure, 

and increase economic efficiency” (Pathania 2021). However, at the same time, 

 8	 Bonded Labor System (Abolition) Act, 1976, Building and Other Construction Workers (Reg-
ulation of Employment 7 and Condition of Service) Act, 1996, and workers security provision 
are exempted.
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the government should also take care of those who are invisible but omnipresent 

in every sector that contributes to the country’s economy. An affirmative reform 

means relaxation for industrialists and investors, at the same time providing 

more wages and better working conditions for the employees. Governments 

must play the role of mediator between industrialists and employees. It needs 

to maintain a balance between capital and labor. So far, the migrant laborers 

have not received many benefits from the policy change. Instead, it looks like 

they will be exploited more in the name of crisis management and the need to 

revive the economy at the earliest. The extension of daily working time from 8 

hours to 12 hours would severely impact the health of factory laborers. Experts 

note that the government’s steps are largely focused on boosting the supply 

side (Krar 2020). However, there is an urgent need to increase the demand side 

as well, for which India’s poorest need to have cash in their hands. Without an 

increase in demand and people’s purchasing capacity, an economy like India 

could never recover after the crisis. Moreover, with less pay and harsh working 

and living conditions, India’s poor will be hapless.

8. Bihar: A case study
Bihar is one of the states which saw the largest reverse migration during the pan-

demic-induced national lockdown in 2020. An estimate shows that 14.3% of the 

more than 10.5 million returned migrants were Bihari migrant laborers (Parth 

2020). The state, located in the Indo-Gangetic belt, has vast fertile lands and is rich 

in mineral resources. Still, more than 50% of households in Bihar are exposed to 

migration (Mishra 2020). People from Bihar struggle to find jobs with decent pay 

in their home state. Bihar, a state once known for its learning culture and as the 

center of power in ancient India, is currently one of the poorest states and ranks 

lowest on HDI (0.576). In terms of population (refer to Table 3), Bihar ranks the third 

most populated state of India and has the second-highest population density. The 

state’s 33.73% population lives below the poverty line, which is again higher than 

the national average of 21.92%. Under Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs), India 

is aiming to eradicate poverty in the country by 2030. But, if the states like Bihar 

are not developed, the country will remain a poor developing country. Recent 

reports flesh out that 58% of the population of Bihar is under the age of 25, and 

11.3% population lives in urban areas, which is the second lowest in India (Varma 

2015). The state’s literacy rate in the state is 63.82%, ranking third last in India, and 

13.8% lower than the national average of 77.7%.
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Table 3: Bihar data chart 

Total area 94,163 km2

Total population (2011) 104,099,452

Population density (2011) 1,102 / km2

GDP (2019–2020) USD 86 billion

Per capita income (2020–2021) USD 661

Human development index (2018) 0.576

Literacy (2011) 63.82%

Sex ratio (2011) 918 � / 1,000 �

Population below poverty line 33.73%

Industrial area (2021) 68

State certified startups (2021) 76

Source: Census Data (2011), Department of Industries, Government of Bihar (2021)

There are a set of issues, the “4Ps” – Population, Politics, Policies, and Partition – 

which the author believes led to the large-scale migration from Bihar. Firstly, as 

mentioned earlier, Bihar is the third most populous state in India and its popu-

lation density is the second highest in the country. Due to the lack of jobs and 

ample supply of laborers, the people in Bihar could not get good wages. Natural 

calamities like floods in the northern region and drought in the southern districts 

of the state, further affects employment generation. Secondly, the feudalistic ap-

proach of the dominated class complicates the social and economic equilibrium 

in the state. Bihar’s politics is also highly divisive and the voters favor candidates 

from their own caste and class. The high rate of corruption is another serious issue 

in Bihar (Bhalero 2019). Such incidences dilute the vision of achieving economic 

development and leaves Bihar behind on several economic parameters. 

Thirdly, policies like Freight Equalization Policy (1950–1993), which said that 

one can set up factories anywhere in the country and the raw materials would be 

provided by the government at a subsidized rate or almost at the same price where 

the raw materials are coming from, proved to be unfair for mineral-rich states like 

Bihar (Krishna 2017). The policy laid big blow to industries like the sugar industry, 

Morton chocolate industry, and the textile industries in Bihar. Gradually, some of 

them were closed and some shifted to the coastal states. Lastly, on November 15, 

2000, a state of Jharkhand was formed from a relatively underdeveloped southern 

part of Bihar. However, Jharkhand has rich natural resources and today is one of 

the leading suppliers of minerals in India. The state was the hub of mining in-

dustries in pre-partitioned Bihar that employed a lot of Bihari laborers. Therefore, 

one can see how the “4Ps” led to the lack of economic opportunities, education, 

and a better lifestyle in Bihar. Consequently, people from Bihar started migrating 
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to other economically well-performing states. The migration is also cost the state 

its economic growth.

8.1 Theoretical analysis

Bihar’s migration fits well in the example of neoclassical migration and dual/seg-

mented labor market theory. As elaborated is the theoretical section, the neoclas-

sical migration theory stresses that the internal migration occurs in the process 

of economic development, due to the “geographical differences in the supply of 

and demand of labor” (Massey et al. 1993, 433). The theory also says that migrants 

are the sole rational decision-makers and they consider long-term monetary be-

nefits over the short-term cost of relocation. Bihar is India’s poorest state (Shillong 

Times Reporter 2021), with an unemployment rate of 7.2%, which is higher than 

the national level of 6.1% (Surya 2020, 1). Bihar has huge economic disparity in 

comparison to other rich Indian states. The state’s economy is still largely depen

dent on agriculture and traditional sectors, like handloom, art and craft industries, 

etc. Both agriculture and traditional sectors employ massive manpower, however, 

not at a satisfactory rate. Moreover, the agriculture sector is gradually becoming 

non-productive with low yields (Haq 2020). Increasing landlessness and lack of 

the state’s financial support are other reasons for Bihari laborers to leave agricul-

ture (Kumar and Kumar 2020). The traditional sectors do not generate a desirable 

profit either. Therefore, with the higher unemployment rate and weak economic 

conditions at home state, Bihari laborers choose to work in rich Indian states, 

which need cheap laborers to run their big factories and industries, for economic 

benefits. Apart from economic disparity, Bihar has a highly patriarchal society, and 

given the low literacy rate among women, male laborers are the sole rational actors 

behind making decision of migrating to other states for work. Lastly, they believe 

that their short-term hardship would yield benefits in the long run. Therefore, it 

can be said that all three silent features of neoclassical migration theory explain 

the migration in Bihar. 

Looking from the dual/segmented labor market theory, Bihar has the largest 

number of laborers employed in informal sectors (GoI 2020), reported by Periodic 

Labor Force Surveys of 2017–2018 and 2018–2019. They are put into unskilled or 

semi-skilled jobs that are usually low-paid, have no job security, and are left by the 

local labor force (Ghosh, Chaudhary, and Noronha 2021). From a gender perspec

tive, the percentage of Bihari women laborer participation in the total workforce is 

also lower than the other states (Mitra and Rajput 2020). In addition, they are also 

paid less and preferred only in a few job sectors. They usually find employment 

in garment industries as tailors, take up jobs as maids, house helpers, cooks, etc. 

The other important fact is that Bihari migrant laborers are also looked down upon 

due to their state of origin. 
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The following subsections explore the problems that surfaced in Bihar from 

the high-scale reverse migration during the COVID-19 crisis. The subsections 

also evaluate the Bihar state government response to the challenges of reverse 

migration and why Bihari laborers were again compelled to move to the cities 

which they once left in anger. I also explore whether the migrant laborers were 

able to make their anguish acknowledged by the ruling government by making 

their votes count in the state election that was held soon after the first wave.

8.2 Government’s relief measures and reverse migration

The Bihar government had been announcing a number of relief measures since 

the reverse migration of its workforce started in April 2020. On the direction of 

the Ministry of Home Affairs (MHA), Bihar State Health Society (BSHS) 9 initiated 

a mental health program for migrant laborers (Sopam 2020). The program was 

conducted at the isolation and quarantine centers where the migrant laborers 

were kept upon their return. They were provided counseling, psychiatrist support, 

and basic medical treatment for mental health problems. Around 14,000 migrant 

workers had used the facility by July 18, 2020 (Sopam 2020).

Under Corona Sahayata (Corona Help) drive, the Bihar government has 

provided a one-time assistance of USD 13 to all migrant laborers who came from 

other states, provided the applicant proves his/her eligibility (Government of 

Bihar 2020). The money is not enough to sustain the monthly expenses, however, 

a family of three to four members could buy ration for two to three weeks with the 

amount. The amount was directed to be credited to migrant laborers’ Jan Dhan 

Accounts. 10 According to government reports, 1,857,991 beneficiaries registered 

out of which 1,578,853 applications were accepted by the bank for this assistance 

program and 271,602 were rejected for various reasons (GoB 2020). The program 

has two major shortcomings that restricted many poor and uneducated migrant 

laborers from availing the benefits. Firstly, the applicant can apply for the Corona 

Sahayata fund only through online portals, and secondly, laborers younger than 

18 years can not apply individually (GoB 2020). They can only use of the benefits if 

their bank accounts are registered in their parents’ names, and they are included 

as minors. Thousands of laborers who are lacking smartphones/access to the 

Internet cannot avail the state’s monetary relief.

 9	 BSHS has been established as an institution which is in direct link with Ministry of Health and 
Family Welfare (MHRW), Government of India. It manages the funds receive from MHRW and 
organizes programs, training, meeting, conferences, policy review studies/surveys, workshops, 
and inter-state exchange visits. For more information, see: http://statehealthsocietybihar.org/
aboutus.html.

 10	 Jan Dhan Account is a special savings account with no minimum balance requirements. It is 
a benefit provided by Indian government to its citizens with low income. 
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The lockdown in India, which was announced on March 24, 2020 was initially 

expected to last three weeks. However, the crippling lockdown lasted until the May 

31, 2020. As the lockdown duration increased, the amount of 13 USD proved to be 

insufficient. People were in desperate need of long-term support and solutions to 

their problems. People wanted jobs that could guarantee them food and money. 

Though Bihar’s Chief Minister Nitish Kumar said, “It’s the government’s resolve, all 

returned migrant laborers will be provided employment in Bihar” (Kumar 2020), the 

administration could not meet the expectations of the returned laborers. Around 1.4 

million Bihari laborers returned to their home state during the national lockdown in 

2020 (Parta and Umesh 2020). The Center for Monitoring Indian Economy (CMIE) 

reports that the unemployment rate rose to 46.6% in April 2020 (Mehrotra and Roy 

2020). Darbhanga, Madhubani, East Champaran, West Champaran, Motihari, Gaya 

are some of the districts in Bihar which received the maximum number of returning 

migrants. Migrants were returning to their traditional agriculture activities in the 

rural districts. However, the less availability of agricultural land and the low pro-

ductivity did not keep the returned migrants for long. The state government started 

employing migrant laborers on May 27, 2020 under the Mahatma Gandhi National 

Rural Employment Guarantee Act (MGNREGA), 2005. Those who completed their 

mandatory 14 days quarantine were eligible to take up the work. Unfortunately, 

not everyone who registered for work managed to get a job. According to People’s 

Action for Employment Guarantee (PAEG) reports, 1.1 million MGNREGA job cards 

were issued in Bihar from April 1, 2020, to August 31, 2020 (Parta and Umesh 2020). 

However, only a few thousand (2,136) could get a hundred days of work as promised 

under the MGNERGA program (Zumbish 2020). This number is one of the lowest 

in the entire country. One of the reasons for low employment under MGNERGA 

program could be the floods in the northern districts of Bihar. The northern districts 

of Bihar like Darbhanga, Katihar, Saharsa, Samastipur are often flooded due to heavy 

monsoon rains during the months of May to August. As majority of the migrant 

workers returned during these months, it became difficult in employing them in 

agricultural jobs or in other construction jobs. In addition to above measures, Bihar 

government also conducted a skill analysis survey of 0.14 million Bihari laborers 

who came home because of reverse migration till May 17, 2020 (Thakur 2020). The 

survey has been conducted under the JEEViKA project initiative. 11 However, no data 

could be found regarding the number of migrants workers that could get employ-

ment under this program.

Facing poverty, unemployment, and flooding of their homes, the migrant 

workers had to borrow money, sometimes even from illegal private money lenders 

 11	 The initiative has been administered by Bihar Rural Livelihoods Promotion Society (BRLPS), 
an autonomous body under the Department of Rural Development, Bihar. Official Website 
for JEEViKA, Government of Bihar: http://brlp.in/overview. Accessed May 17, 2021.
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at higher interest rates to survive. Although the Bihar Money Lending Act of 1974 

prohibits illegal private money lending and requires registration for all private 

money lenders, the illegal borrowing of money increased in rural Bihar during the 

lockdown due to lack of law enforcement (Taskin and Yadav 2020). Finally, with 

no new investments in the state, private loans on high-interest, the shutdown, 

and slowdown of jobs in the already existing industry, migrant laborers were left 

with nothing but to march back to cities in the fall of 2020.

8.3 Bihari migrant laborers moving back to cities

Migrant laborers have been pledging to their families that they will never ever 

take the roads to pardesh again (Srivastava and Nagaraj 2020). However, every 

pledge does not meet the destiny. Because of the high-interest loans from local 

moneylenders and acquaintances, along with running out of savings, migrants 

were left with no other choice but to return to their workplaces in other states. The 

situation in their home state became even worse compared to the pre-pandemic 

period due to the economic slowdown. Although they did become an agenda for 

opposition political parties during the election times, nothing changed in reality. 

Migrants received no equal or better opportunities in their home states. 

As mentioned earlier, India’s high-income states are also the source of the 

labor force for Gulf countries, due to the pandemic those states have themselves 

seen a huge influx of domestic laborers returning from abroad (Parkin and Singh 

2020). The states will obviously be prioritizing their own laborers returned from 

abroad, which could make the situation for low-skilled laborers from other states 

grim. In this highly competitive labor market, many migrant laborers decided to 

return to their previous jobs as soon as possible, even if they are paid less. Accord-

ing to a survey, only a few could manage to get reinstated on the pre-pandemic 

pay scale (Azim Premji Foundation 2021, 15). Adding more to this, employers in 

high-income states need the cheap workforce to re-start their industries and busi-

ness, and for better or not, they did ask migrant laborers to come back and join 

the work. The contractors and employers were even willing to pay for the trans-

portation of migrant laborers (Nahata 2020). According to research conducted by 

Azim Premji University in Bengaluru, the capital city of Karnataka state, 50% or 

more migrants (including migrants from Karnataka) left the city in the first few 

months of lockdown (Azim Premji Foundation 2021, 5). Around 18% of them re-

turned after the opening of workplaces. Some of those who did not come back in 

the initial months of opening of the economy were planning to return by January 

2021 (Azim Premji Foundation 2021, 5). Female migrant laborers suffer the most 

and are the last ones to join back the workforce due to the uncertainty of how and 

when the job will be made available to them, and on what severity scale the next 

wave of virus hits them.
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8.4 Could Bihari migrant laborers speak?

Migrant laborers swing between their home state and target state to make ends 

meet. Gradually, their identity becomes less acknowledgeable at the former and 

unidentifiable at latter place. The state, politicians, and even the well-off middle-

class population of India did not pay much heed to their existence despite know-

ing that without migrant labor, the whole system of urban places would have 

collapsed. To some extent, it did collapse when migrant laborers started mov-

ing back to their homes. As migrant laborers circulate from one state to another 

throughout the year, it becomes difficult for them to make a union or organize 

meetings against any unfair treatment they experience. So, is there any way for 

them to raise their voice? Probably through their votes.

In a democracy, everyone meeting the eligible age criterion, has power to vote. 

Usually, migrants are not able to cast their vote in state or national election because 

their voter IDs belongs to their state of domicile, i.e., their home state. Due to high 

transport costs and the fear of losing jobs, migrant laborers forgo their right to vote 

and thus lose their political voice (Rajasekaran 2019). However, during lockdown, 

as they were living in their home states, they choose to use their vote power. 

Bihar conducted its state legislative assembly election in three phases from 

October 28, 2020 to November 7, 2020 (Election Commission of India 2020). The 

migrant labor crisis became a hot election campaign agenda. Compared to the 

2015 poll, 29 districts out of 38 in Bihar saw more turnout of voters and all 29 dis-

tricts had seen major reverse migration (Vishnoi 2020). In Bihar as well, migrant 

laborers used their vote power to show their anger against the ruling government. 

The election results shocked most people, as Bihar’s Chief Minister Nitish Kumar’s 

party saw a sharp decline in its vote share and stood in the third position. How-

ever, Narendra Modi’s party which is also in alliance with the Nitish Kumar’s party, 

emerged as the second-largest party in Bihar (PTI 2020c). Surprisingly, the prom-

inent opposition party (Rastra Janta Dal) that the people of Bihar had rejected for 

fifteen years because of the corruption of its leaders, emerged as the single largest 

party. The results showed that although migrant laborers might need to keep a low 

profile in other states, they raised their voices and made everyone, including the 

ruling regime, in their home state feel their presence and realize their pain. 

9. Conclusion
According to its constitution, India is a democratic and socialist country. How-

ever, somewhere the question arises on the system that lacks sympathy towards 

its socially and economically disadvantaged population. The internal migration 

of laborers drives not only the economy of the big cities and rich states, but it 

also dares India to aim at becoming a global power. Migrant laborers who are 
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jobless or underpaid in their home states leap at the opportunities provided by the 

rich states. However, the expensive maintenance and irregular income compel 

circular and seasonal migrant laborers to keep their families at home, and travel 

between their origin state and workplace multiple times a year. Their hardships 

and laborious lifestyle have been invisible to the media and the general public till 

now, but, whether for good or bad, it became visible due to the pandemic and the 

subsequent lockdown from March 24 to May 31, 2020. The rising unemployment 

rate, especially for migrant laborers, shows that their conditions have deteriorated 

in the pandemic even after reopening of the economy. The chapter explains that 

when migrant laborers’ employment avenues dwindled, they were left on their 

own. The relief measures provided by the government and civil societies were 

insufficient to help them. The case study of Bihar, a state with the second-highest 

rate of migration, shows that the economic disparities between the Indian states 

have widened. Despite having rich resources, Bihar could not capture and create 

sectors that could generate mass employment and help in reducing its rate of labor 

migration. Unequal migration of labor results in lack of skill in the origin state and 

burden on the destination states. The Bihar government needs to anticipate factors 

that push its people to migrate to other states and work in precarious conditions. 

The migrant labor receiving states need to anticipate that though the migrant 

laborers do not have a political voice in their system, but they also contribute to the 

states’ economic development. Thus, destination states should consider the needs 

of migrant laborers and work for their development. They have the right to live 

a dignified life in their own country and should not become victims of nativism.

India is an emerging economy and a country full of opportunities. It will see 

more internal migration in the future as more rapid urbanization takes place and 

big cities are developed. The complexity of India’s internal migration cobwebs 

cannot be solved in a single tenure of any government. The system must function 

well for decades. It must work with sincerity and vigor for the betterment of the 

labor class, and not just for rich and powerful people. In a federal set-up like India, 

the onus lies on both the central and state governments to establish a national 

network that reaches to the most vulnerable people of society, particularly the 

migrant laborers. India needs a separate and robust annual data collection system 

for migrant laborers. The years’ old data is insufficient in handling relief pack-

age distributions. India needs to introspect, anticipate, make rules, and execute 

them properly. After all, if a democracy is to function, then its foundation should 

always be on the principle of “for the people, of the people, and by the people” 

in true letter and spirit. The chapter concludes that without any prior COVID-19 

mitigation measures and proper communication with citizens, the draconian 

style lockdown of a nation with a 1.3 billion population wreaked havoc on its 

vulnerable citizens, particularly migrant laborers. Though, some reforms in labor 
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laws were made in the pandemic years, the state has to carefully monitor their 

implementation and try to take constant feedback from all stakeholders, because 

India need to learn from its mistakes and do a better job in future if faced with 

a similar situation again.
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