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Abstract 

The atrocious pandemic that has taken a toll on various issues of the people including their 

economic-psycho-social circumstances is inconspicuously disrupting the lives of migrant 

workers, on a large scale. This article throws light on the wretched circumstances of the 

migrant workers, especially the difficulties faced by the women migrant workers, amidst the 

pandemic along with the condition of women migrant workers in recent years, and how 

Covid-19 and lockdown have impacted them overall, specifically their physical and mental 

health, with the understanding of how their condition has worsened because of the pandemic 

and what measures should be taken for the welfare of their psycho-social health. This is a 

descriptive and qualitative study, focusing mainly on secondary data, which have been taken 

from several National data sources. Findings of the paper shows, the migrant workers, 

without whom the betterment of the economic and social structure is unthinkable, is 

catastrophic. The unheard voice of these migrant workers and they have been struggling 

with multifaceted forms of discrimination, including gender-specific issues with migration 

policies and protection, combating violence, Xenophobia. Overall the humanitarian crisis 

along with the medical crisis has devoured the lives of migrant workers in India. 

Keywords: migrant workers, women migrant workers, mental health, psycho-social health, 

women, COVID-19, lockdown. 

Introduction 

During the last days of 2019 an 

unusual kind of pneumonia was 

observed in Wuhan, China which was 

later named as COVID-19 by WHO, it 

was outspread all over the world 

leaving the boundaries of China by the 

end of January 2020 and considered to 

have an upsurge in the level and rate of 

contamination by WHO. Since the 

declaration of the same as a global 

pandemic, it has started impacting and 
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altering the psycho-socio-economic 

and cultural circumstances across the 

globe. In such a situation, the wound 

would be much greater in developing 

countries with a large population and 

immense socio-economic polarity like 

India. Self- isolation and physical 

distancing were being adopted by 

people of the world as a strategy to 

restrict the infection. Following that 

Indian government too announced a 

national lockdown on 24th March. But, 

the shortly declared nationwide 

lockdown caused great suffering for 

many people specifically the migrant 

workers from different rural and urban 

areas across the country. In an 

interview published in the Mumbai 

Mirror, India times, Professor Manish 

Jha from TISS said that while taking 

measures for the pandemic, the 

response of it was quite not in favor of 

the migrant workers who occupy 

almost 85% of the total informal 

sector’s worker population. These 

workers live mostly in ghettos and 

survive on their daily wages and 

maintaining social distance is nearly 

impossible for them. And in a situation 

where the workers are unable to feed 

their own family due to the national 

lockdown and consequent rapid 

unemployment, dying because of 

hunger is more frightening for them 

than dying in a pandemic.  

Significance of the study  

This paper gives a clear idea about the 

current scenario of the woeful 

condition of the minorities specifically 

the female migrants in our country 

which has worsened during the 

pandemic. The in depth analysis shows 

how the evils like gender, race or 

caste-based violence push these 

migrant workers towards the edge and 

how their struggle is often ignored 

because of being at the bottom of the 

power play between the privileged and 

the handicapped and less powerful 

people. 

The question that has been raised most 

after the declaration of national 

lockdown is that who are these 

Migrant workers? Before the 

fluctuation of the migrants for reaching 

their native land was evident people 

never realized their existence though 

they have always been around us on 

the streets and in the factories or 

merely in our households working as 

helping hands. Migrant workers are 

those faces of indispensability when it 

comes to the services for the countries 

as they migrate to, contributing to the 

wealth of these countries and support 

in strengthening their economic 

systems. The migrant workers 

constitute a large part of the informal 
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sector in the Indian economy. These 

migrant laborers are subjected to a 

handful of vulnerabilities including the 

non-observance of their labor as well 

as human rights. According to the 

Report of the Committee on 

Unorganized Sector Statistics, 2012, 

they constitute 93% of the overall 

workforce and contribute 50% 

towards the Gross National Product 

(GNP). Yet, such a large workforce 

lacks clear legal protections. (Doval, 

2020). As reported by Stranded 

Workers Action Network (SWAN) that 

more than 70% of migrant workers 

have not been given their 

remuneration since the lockdown 

started, and 60% of them reported that 

they are just left with 100rs in their 

pocket, which is nothing more than a 

penny in today’s world. Without a job 

and proper food, running out of their 

scanty savings, with no hope of getting 

better, all of the migrant laborers tried 

to go back home (Yogendra Yadav, 

2020).  

But who is regarded as the 

stereotypical migrant workers in our 

talk? There is another facet of migrant 

laborers who are subjected to 

discrimination at the workplace, sexual 

violence, hardships, and who are 

hardly recognized as having equal 

rights of migrant workers and who are 

invisibly contributing to the informal 

sector in the national economy, are the 

women. 

The issues to be brought to the fore in 

the present paper will be 1. To lay an 

eye on the ratio and condition of the 

women workers in recent years. 2. To 

study the impact of COVID 19 on the 

women migrant workers. 3. To find out 

how this would impact the physical as 

well as mental health of the women. 

And lastly, we would try to ponder 

upon the probable measures that could 

be taken for a distinct change that 

would be helpful for these women 

migrant labourers. 

Objectives of the study       

1. To understand the wretched 

circumstances of the migrant 

workers, especially the difficulties 

faced by the women migrant 

workers during the lockdown. 

 

2. To discuss about how Covid-19 and 

lockdown have impacted the 

women migrants' physical and 

mental Health understanding from 

the economic, racial, and gender 

perspective 
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Condition of Women Workers in 

Recent Years 

As stated by the UN, in the year 2015, 

around 117 million female migrant 

laborers contributed to half of the 

world’s annual flow of the remittances. 

According to the 2001 census data of a 

total of 98,301,342 migrants, 

65,404,356 were women which is 

more than male migrants and among 

the total number of female migrants, 

2,072,891 women were migrant 

workers. (Census, 2011). The kind of 

negligence in studying about the 

women’s migration can be related to 

the socio-economic factor that 

migration is only related to economic 

motivation which is apparently only 

true in the case of male migrants 

whereas it is considered that women 

only migrate with their husbands and 

families and not as a reason to work 

away from their home. Because 

according to the Indian socio-cultural 

context women’s economic roles are 

always secondary to men. From the 

discussion of K. Santhi, it can be known 

that according to 55th NSSO data on 

migration it is found, “though the 

percentage is very small for 

‘employment-oriented migration’ an 

analysis of workforce participation of 

female migrants in the age group 15-

60, irrespective of the reasons for 

migration reveals that in the post-

migration period work participation of 

these migrants increases steeply in all 

the states. Though marriage is 

identified as the reason for migration 

they work prior to and after migration 

which is not brought to the limelight” 

(Santhi, 2006). This means that often 

the women migrant worker’s 

participation in the economy is unseen 

as the NSSO does not have any other 

category of the reason for women’s 

migration and associate them with the 

marriage category. This leaves these 

women migrant laborers with no work 

security and no legal protection 

regarding their work (MoSPI).  

If women’s migration can be divided 

into three types following the trend of 

the migration, one can be Relay 

Migration which indicated those group 

women who belong from lower 

economic classes of families and are 

sent to urban areas mostly for 

domestic works. Another can be the 

type of family migrants who migrate 

with their families before or after 

marriage and start working in the 

areas they settle for that time being. 

And lastly, the anonymous migrants 

who migrate independently for 

working in an area away from their 

native land. To focus on the decadal 

trend of the type of migration we will 

see that during the 1970s and 1980s it 
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was mostly male-oriented migration 

and starting from the late 80s the 

family migration was started becoming 

popular where women used to join 

their husbands in migration.1990s 

onwards, independent female 

migration in response to employment 

opportunities in the semi-urban and 

urban areas took place.  As The Wire 

reports, Akter and Deshingkar (2009) 

mentioned,’20 million people, mostly 

women, and girls migrate to cities like 

Mumbai and Delhi in search of 

domestic work from the eastern states 

of Orissa, Jharkhand, Bihar, 

Chhattisgarh, Assam, and Mizoram’on 

an average. They work as cooks, 

cleaners in some houses, shopping 

malls, restaurants, hospitals, etc. 

Women work in beauty parlors and 

salons. Another group of women is 

regarded as co-operator, who works 

invisibly and silently, accompanying 

the male phenomena in the face of 

migration. They are recognized only as 

of the ‘walking companion’ of the 

‘migrant laborers’ (Sapra, 2020). 

Although, there is a bias in the part of 

male migrant workers, for being the 

majority in numbers, the increasing 

rate of female migrant workers, as has 

been pointed earlier, is much visible. 

The data, excerpted from Census 2011, 

proved the increase of the employment 

of women from 40 lakh in 2001 to 85 

lakh in 2011, and among migrant 

labourers, the rate increased from 12% 

to 16%. The increase of women 

workers in urban areas in 2011 is 

much higher than the figure, notified 

by the census 2001 (Indrani 

Mazumdar, Neetha N, 2020). There are 

a number of laws regarding the 

protection of workers’ rights, both 

migrant and non-migrant workers as 

labour has been subjected to be a part 

of the concurrent list in the Indian 

constitution. Even, the labour rights 

have been notified in the articles 14-

16, 23-24, 38, and 41-43A of Indian 

Constitution, 1950. Article 41, suggests 

“right to work” and it has been 

ventured to put into action by the 

National Rural Employment Guarantee 

Act, 2005. After the distinction 

between organized and unorganized 

sectors, Indian Constitution focused on 

the acts that directly talk about 

migrant workers. Minimum Wages 

Act,1948, that has been enacted to 

ensure the minimum wages for the 

employees who were assigned to 

manual and clerical work state wise. 

There are several other labour laws, 

however, these laws and policies are 

only applicable for the employees 

working in the organized and formal 

sectors. What about the workers 

whose efforts are vested in 

unorganized sectors of working? What 
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about the protection of their health, 

insurance, safety, needs of those 

unregistered daily wagers who can’t 

claim their money legally if they are 

denied from getting that in odd 

circumstances? About 92% of the 

working population is covered by 

these unorganized workers and about 

40 lakh workers, working in 

unorganized sectors, are migrant. 

(Salve). However, all the labour laws 

have sabotaged the protection and 

rights of the majority of the workers, 

especially women at large. This raises 

the question of whether these 

migrants’ continuous absence from the 

participation in voting due to the 

regular mobility makes the legislator’s 

bit reluctant about their safety, 

protection and welfare. In spite of 

having the Equal Remuneration Act 

(1976), directed by the Indian 

constitution, it was implemented after 

it was being recommended by the 

Committee on the Status of Women 

(CSWI). Nevertheless, ERA still 

remains inactive and insubstantial 

when it comes to protecting the rights 

of women who work as hard as men, to 

cope up with their daily lives, taking 

care of the entire households. Female 

intensive, generally home-based 

manufacturing jobs and paid domestic 

work, generally migrant, remain 

devoid of the requirements that could 

help in providing the minimum rights 

permitted in labour laws  (ILO, 2016). 

Impact of Covid-19 and Lockdown 

on Women Migrant Workers   

According to the report of the Self 

Employed Women Association 

(SEWA), the pandemic is taking a toll 

on the plight of the migrant laborers. It 

has a cataclysmic effect on the workers 

of the informal sector, especially 

women migrant workers. As the Board 

Member at International Cooperative 

and Mutual Insurance Federation 

(ICMIF) member, Vimo SEWA 

(insurance arm of SEWA), Mirai 

Chatterjee claimed that the pandemic 

has a much disastrous impact on those 

migrant laborers whose monthly 

income is nothing more than the 

minimum to cope up with their daily 

expenditure. Their livelihood and 

annual savings are on the verge of 

decay and they are dragging 

themselves up to 500km to their home 

villages as there is no transport. With 

the spread of Covid-19, the 

government as well as the 

policymakers and health professionals 

are preaching wholeheartedly about 

maintaining ‘social distancing, 

maintaining hand sanitization, wearing 

gloves, masks, etc. But, the informal 

sector worker, especially women, 

whose income plays a huge role in 
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India’s GDP, is highly neglected and 

deprived of taking these precautionary 

measures of proper hygiene and there 

is no such arrangement that could level 

up the fatal situation these women 

migrant workers are undergoing. 

(ICMIF, 2020). Women, who work in 

important but vulnerable jobs like in 

the health care sector or domestic 

work which is also low paid are being 

placed at high risk of the outbreak of 

coronavirus. Women migrant workers, 

too, are struggling with multifaceted 

intersecting forms of discrimination, 

gender-specific issues with migration 

policies, difficulties in combating 

violence, racism as well as Xenophobia. 

As per the global data, around 25 

million jobs will be lost globally, due to 

coronavirus, and it includes the jobs of 

women migrant workers as well. It has 

been said that women migrant 

workers would lose their jobs in some 

sectors as they work in an informal 

setting, without any formal contract 

and regulations. On the other hand, a 

large number of women workers 

would be paid half or less than half of 

what they used to be paid before this 

pandemic, which is even more difficult 

for them to work with, as that won’t 

fulfill their needs of maintaining their 

daily expenditure starting from paying 

rent of the messes to food and 

sometimes even expenditure on water. 

Nevertheless, their health care, proper 

hygiene, maternity care, etc. are being 

compromised due to the lack of 

facilities and negligence of proper 

protection. Besides, sexual and 

domestic violence on these women is 

on the rise, caused by Covid-19 

pandemic (UN, 2020).  

The aggravation doesn’t end with the 

worsening economic condition and 

unemployment of the women rather 

the impact of the monstrous pandemic 

continues to tear them down in many 

ways. Be it racism, casteism, or gender-

based violence nothing stop haunting 

the vulnerable even in the darkest of 

times. It did not take many days to 

flood the mass media with news and 

articles of migrant workers especially 

the women being heckled for their 

racial features. According to the Indian 

Express-News around 300  nurses who 

were working in Kolkata had to go 

back home to Manipur, as they were 

compelled to work without pay or 

protective gear and that they were 

harassed continuously by their 

coworkers and neighbors for having 

mongoloid features. Martina (27), a 

resident of thoubal district in Manipur, 

told The Indian Express over the 

phone, “We came to Kolkata to work. 

But, after the pandemic, the situation 

changed. Our hospital was closed on 

April 13. After that, we did not get a 
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salary. We were also heckled. Our 

apartment security guards and 

neighbours called us ‘corona’ or 

‘Chinese’. We did not get food from the 

nearby shop.”(Mitra, 2020). Alongside 

women workers always carry the risk 

of abuse and violence which has been 

intensified during these gloomy hours 

and they are also often denied of their 

basic labour protection and personal 

security which aggravated the 

situation. Needless to mention that 

even during this time there remains 

the fear of the women and minor 

workers getting trafficked. 

When it comes to maintaining social 

distancing it is nothing new for the 

upper-class Indians. Unlike the rest of 

the world, Indian upper castes have 

always maintained various kinds of 

social distancing from the marginalized 

people of society. The society and the 

social traits have never failed to make 

a clear distinction between the rich 

and upper-class people and the poor 

and marginalized people of the society. 

According to the census 2011, the 

Indian population consists of 16% of 

scheduled castes and around 41% of 

other backward caste people and 

according to an Observer Research 

Foundation report of 2016, a trend of 

increase in dalit population in urban 

areas has been seen to the extent of 

40%. And these dalit communities can 

be replaced by the term ‘migrant 

labourers’. When the lockdown was 

announced as on the one hand the 

richer section of the society considered 

the lockdown period to be a getaway 

from the mundane life and started 

celebrating it as a vacation on the other 

hand they were anxious and disgusted 

with the other section of people who 

were immediately pitched into the 

streets of the cities uncertain about 

their future trying to go back to their 

homes for they might be the reason for 

the massive spread of the virus. And 

the ever crooked vision of the people 

for the marginalized people enhanced 

the monstrosity towards the poor. 

Incidents like dousing the poor and 

marginal people in chemical-based 

disinfectant made of Sodium 

Hyperchlorite, the main ingredient of 

bleach can only stem from such 

Mindsets of the people in power. In an 

interview of writer-activist Suraj 

Yengde, the author of ‘Caste Matters’ 

taken by News18 that around 71% of 

the agricultural migrants who mostly 

belong from the adivasi community or 

dalit communities have lost their jobs 

in the lockdown due to discrimination. 

Many contractual workers have also 

been deprived of the relief packages 

for not being able to provide the 

proper ID. He also mentioned that the 

advisors in the judiciary and other 
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positions of power mostly belong from 

higher castes so they have no idea 

“what living through generations of 

trauma feels like” although they may 

be experienced and very well 

established in their own area (Yengde, 

2020). 

 

The Impact of Covid-19 on the 

Physical and Mental Health of the 

Migrant Workers Specially Women 

 As the Covid-19 and the national 

lockdown have only multiplied the 

oppression and tremendous pain of the 

minors it leaves a trace on their 

physical and mental health too. The 

migrant community being the most-

needy yet the most neglected during 

the period of the pandemic has 

suffered a great deal. First being 

deprived of the entitled food and side 

by side the pressure of losing the job 

caused multiple adversities for the 

migrants. As in spite of the lockdown, 

these group of people was left with no 

choice but to get on the road for 

survival with a hope of reaching home 

they were more vulnerable to the 

infection which definitely appeals for 

better immunity to fight against the 

virus which is only possible through 

taking care of the physical health. But 

the laxity only pushed them more 

towards the danger of the transmission 

of the infection. While viewing the 

same crisis from the gender aspect the 

scenario gets far more unfavorable. 

Although women acquire more 

chances to fight the virus than men the 

socio-economic condition and the 

patriarchal structures in countries like 

India put the women’s health at stake. 

According to a research of Indian 

express,” because women in Indian 

families tend to eat last and the least, 

research has shown that financial 

strain and the food shortage affect 

women’s nutrition more than men’s.”  

In the case of accessing medical 

support for maternal health women, 

migrants faced huge difficulties too. 

According to many reports published 

in news, women were denied to 

provide health care in hospitals often 

due to their caste, religion. They were 

bound to have their babies delivered 

on the road for the fear that these 

women may carry the virus.  As The 

Wire reported, “a 25 year old migrant 

worker from the border district of 

Kasaragarod, Kerala, gave birth in an 

ambulance on her way to the nearest 

facility in Mangaluru, Karnataka and 

the ambulance was blocked from 

entering Karnataka by the state’s 

police due to the nationwide 

lockdown.”  Other many such examples 

of reported and unreported incidents 

go on (Romila Bisht, 2020).  
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As in all the past like during SARS 

(2002-2003), MERS(2012), Ebola or 

Zika virus attack in the years of 2013-

2016 it has been seen that the 

pregnant women were more 

vulnerable as they were encountered 

with more intense outcomes and this is 

not only because of the chance of 

infection but other factors also, like 

lack of facilities of the administration 

and the apathy of the administrators 

and the frontline healthcare providers, 

pre-existing inequality based on caste, 

religion, and other factors. In addition 

to the physical health troubles, the 

fast-spreading pandemic and the 

lockdown can be a reason for many 

psychological and mental illness as 

well as like depression, anxiety, panic 

disorder and many more. But when it 

comes to the necessitous and marginal 

people the issue of mental health care 

of them seems very alien. People tend 

to believe that a person with an empty 

stomach can’t seek mental health care. 

(Guerda, 2020) According to V M 

Nelson, reverse migration due to the 

national lockdown can be dangerous to 

the mental health and the migrant 

population could lead a higher suicide 

rate due to the joblessness and the 

economic pressure of the workers. 

Through initiatives have been taken by 

the MoHFW and there have been 

contributions of other non-government 

organizations to supervise the mental 

health of the migrant workers who 

have been stranded in relief camps but 

the ground level result of it is not very 

clear. In an interview, Rangan 

Chakraborty, a member of the NGO 

“Ebang Alap” (working on gender 

rights in remote areas of Bengal) 

mentioned that in India the concept of 

counseling was never important 

though theoretically there might be 

policies and activities on such issues 

the outcome was not quite in 

association with the theories. The 

mental and psychological health has 

always been something an elite’s thing 

and in such a situation also he could 

not be very optimistic about the 

fruitfulness of such initiatives. He also 

feared the consequence of the pressure 

of the uncertainty of future job 

opportunities and mentioned it may 

lead to an increase in the rate of 

suicide among them. When the 

question of invisibility of women in the 

media coverage raises with reference 

to the cases of suicide among the 

women and the imbalances in the ratio 

of suicide cases between male workers 

and female workers Mr. Chakraborty 

claimed that only information that has 

consumer value or that attracts more 

people are reported in the news media. 

And while interviewing a well-known 

psycho-social activist from Bengal 
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(name not disclosed on request) stated 

that suicide is not just a mental health 

issue, it is an intersectional issue 

related to caste, class, poverty, and 

even politics. She also suggested that to 

handle the mental health of the 

migrant workers especially the women 

workers, addressing the issues on a 

structural level is very important along 

with addressing them on an individual 

level. Personal counseling will not help 

to the betterment of their 

psychological health but an alteration 

in the patriarchal oppressive social 

structure is also very important. Until 

the brutal social and political abuse 

obliterate no psychological welfare can 

cure the people of the society 

(Chandra, 2020). 

 

Conclusion 

However, in the Indian context, the 

minors are seasoned to face 

oppression since ever. Even the 

migrant workers being the pregnable 

part of society have never been 

endowed with basic protection and 

welfare though. Whilst there have been 

numbers of laws and other policies but 

deep down the demon of hatred and 

inequality have most of the time won. 

And the pandemic has pushed them 

further to the edge. Being deprived of 

homes and food, many of the migrant 

workers, including women and their 

children, had to take shelter in 

government-run relief camps, in 

Kerala, followed by Uttar Pradesh, 

Maharashtra and Tamil Nadu. Even, 

women workers who used to work as 

maids in housing societies are no 

longer allowed to enter into the 

buildings. The Center for Monitoring 

Indian Economy (CMIE) has exposed a 

huge rise in unemployment from 8.5% 

in March to 22.5% in April. (Yengde, 

2020). Nevertheless, as per the 

estimation of ILO, 80% of the country’s 

economy is dependent on the informal 

sector. Many of the migrant workers 

come from less developed states like 

Uttar Pradesh, Bihar, Jharkhand, 

Rajasthan, and they are assigned to the 

work like cleaning washrooms of the 

malls, restaurants, washing utensils of 

restaurants, cleaning floors of 

hospitals, educational institutions. The 

situation after lockdown is much 

painful as all the malls, restaurants, 

schools, colleges, universities, 

throughout the country are shut down 

and these women are facing the 

difficulty of coping up with this 

situation of unemployment. They 

weren’t prepared to face such a 

situation, and because of that, it has 

become hard for them to deal with it. 

The effect of Covid-19 may have 

engraved deep into the interiors of 
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India with about 5,00,000 to 6,00,000 

migrant workers walking barefoot, 

having been withdrawn from their 

jobs, lack of money, no food, and so on. 

Out of the total migrant workers, 

68.8% of them live in rural areas. 

These migrant workers from the rural 

areas, especially the rural women, they 

are in an extreme need of support and 

protection, as they have to volunteer in 

combating the worst situation that the 

pandemic has put them into. There 

should be new frameworks for 

economic and social policies made on 

these workers putting special focus on 

the irregular and women workers to 

survive and fight back the adversities. 

There should be more schemes like 

Garib Kalyan Rojgar Abhiyan launched 

by The Honorable Prime Minister to 

help to bring these migrant workers 

back to the economy for the national 

interest. Police cooperation must be 

sought for the protection of the women 

workers and minors on the road and 

stranded in the relief camps. The 

public distribution systems and other 

relief agendas should be assured of 

reaching out to the people in need. Like 

Tayal foundation, a Haryana based 

foundation, collaborating with Indian 

National Trust for Art and Cultural 

Heritage (INTACH) and Indian Medical 

Association (IMA), launched a 

campaign, named “Rakshak ki Raksha” 

or “Protecting the Protectors”, that 

embarked on supporting the women 

battalions of Covid-19, workers in 

rural India by supplying them personal 

health kits and equipment, there 

should be more involvement of the 

non-government organizations and 

civil society members to lend hand to 

these people without whom the post-

pandemic come back of the social and 

economic development will be 

impossible and incomplete. And lastly 

and most importantly as suggested by 

IOM mental health actions should be 

considered essential as a national 

response to the Covid-19 which should 

be inclusive of reducing pandemic-

related adversities to harm physical 

and mental health, developing 

psychologically aware communication 

strategies, offering mental 

interventions to the workers, etc. To 

conclude the medical crisis that has 

snowballed to a humanitarian crisis 

due to the negligence and inequality, it 

is high time to take intense care of 

those societal wounds to protect the 

nation in the darkest time of the 

century and to help the country to get 

back to a new normal with less 

discrimination and less exploitation 

and revive the spark of India.  
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