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Introduction

It has been nearly a decade since manual labourers from several parts of
the country began to flock into Kerala in search of better prospects and have now
become an integral part of the manual work force and the economy of the state.
As per the very recent report in ‘The Hindu Daily’(12-02-16) “ Kerala appears to
be one of the choicest destination of domestic migrant workers , their ranks swelling
by an estimated 2.35 lakhs every year to touch 32 lakhs now, up from 25 lakh in
2013”. At present, migrant labourers constitute 10 per cent of Kerala’s total
population. While Malayalis are known for their penchant to go to far-

in search of jobs, it seems an irony that Kerala has now 3.2 million mi
population engaged for manual work in various sectors. Interestingly, the size of
the migrant workforce in the State exceeds the estimated number of Malayalees
working abroad, especially in the Gulf. Not just that, the workers, mostly from
West Bengal, Bihar, Orissa, Assam and Uttar Pradesh are pumping in
about Rs.17,500 crore to their h

flung places
grant labour

north-eastern States as well as from Bihar,
Bengal, Jharkhand. Ra; _
State, from Triy Rajasthan and UP, fan out into every nook and corner of the

andrum to Kag
one. Kerala cannot do witho\z:trg x::L ready to do any work even the most repugnant

dominate the work for H grants and in almost a] parts of the state they
Kerala, The State lec,::-' owever, the life is not easy for the migrant workers in
*Social Hazarg’, They ""‘G.Bf)ard describes the inflow of migrant labourers as 8

© victims of exploitatjon from various sectors. Often they
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- Slb.l Klis Aul_.lunt Professor in the

partment of Sociology, S H College, Thevara,



The Problem of Socio-Cultural Integration

One of the major concerns encountere

d by the migrant labourers js ith
regard to their integration with the local commun; -

ty. Accommodating and assimilating

states are well integrated int

the host society. It means that most of the labourers earn a comfortable income but
at the same time experience social alienation and social distance which make their
life miserable in the ‘God’s Own Country’. Let us examine some of the criteria
which are the indicators of social and cultural integration of migrant community.

Communication Barrier

The study conducted by Jonathon W, Moses and S. Irudaya Rajan gives
insight into the degree of integration of the domestic migrant labour with the
society. According to them if workers are isolated from the surrounding
cOmmunity it is more difficult for them to find out about the local wage, rights and
SUpport systems available to them. When language barriers are high, or when the
Workers are physically isolated from the surrounding populatlon,- then thg chgnces
of abuse and exploitation increase. One important measure of integration is the
capacity to use local language. A considerable number of workers do not
“Ommunicate with the locals, and just under half (49%) are only communicating a
litle with the local population in Kerala. Under these circumstances, one rmgh(;
€Xpect that migrant workers are especially exposed t9 mlsmformatlon.;a.n
“Xploitation by employers, as they will have difficulty learning about the ;:reg;l :;5

Ocal) Working wages and conditions. On an average, over 40 per cg:d ) hese
- reside at their work place, which means they will have hmn“h g:s o
“ith the outside world, This is a grave problem to the migrants from No

a good
host
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states as well as Hindi speaking states. Taking into consideration the differences B
in language (also in culture) between migrant la.bourers'and locg] malayalee commupy,
this domestic migration gets a character of an mtcmathna! migration. Tamil laby
have advantages over others in this context due to the similarities in language,

Political Integration

With regard to their political integratiop, joining a uniog IS an importap
measure which is also a way of gaining protection and support in an unfamjjia,
labour market. The study of Jonathon W. Moses and S Irudaya Rajan estimateq
that a high percentage (99.4%) of migrant work-ers. 1s unaware of the migrap
organizations that exist to protect and help them. Similarly, almost 98 per cent wag
not members of a Welfare Fund Board—these are Boards which the State of
Kerala’s Labour Department uses to organize many of its welfare measures. I
addition, most (98.2%) of these workers are not in possession of a ration card (for
securing subsidized food stuffs). According to Sri Elamaram Karim, former minister
for Industry and leader of C I T U, language is the major problem they face in
organising them. R. Chandra Sekharan of INTUC observed that though worker
registration is crucial many migrants are scared of joining the unions. Being migrant
workers with no voting right even if they have completed six years in Kerala, these
“guest workers’ do not attract the attention of any trade unions or politicians.

Acknowledgement of Local Administrative Bodies

Acknowledgement of the presence of domestic migrant labourers by the
local self governing bodies is a si gnificant indicator of the level of integration. Their
concentration in certain pockets should be an area of concern for the LSGs, who
issue licenses to small units and are mandated to provide basic facilities for sewage,
waste disposal, drinking water supply and such other civic amenities. But
unfo@nately, the development documents of the LSGs normally do not make any
mention and concern to address their welfare or problems. The domestic migrant
labourers are officially non-existent as far as the LSGs are concerned. The study
made by the Gulati Institute of Taxation discloses that the LSGs are very much

ing to DML in their area, but do not have

aware of the problems and issues relat
any specific plans to address them because, as per their version, these are to b
of the state government.

dealt by the appropriate departments
Nature of Dwelling

residence and imp.licaﬁ"“ of the socio-cultural integration is the nature of their
Possession of landed property. Most of the migrant workers have 3
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lling unit system what we cal] *

ustered dwe‘ ; : ‘ all *labour camps’ .

;reas and specially built dwelling units for them. These are 5:&;:;;0‘:;:% specific
the- company. Most of the plywood industries - nged by tI?e

grnakulam district have labour camps surrounded by mpavoor in

i e 4 huge wall .
pmhibited to outsiders. The life in these type of labour camps is a mi':;fyfzgz, i8
; no one

LIOWS the magnitude of human rights violation occurring inside this ‘und ’
gome times they have to find out dwelling facilities by themselves Whatf:rworkl .
be the case, their social interaction and communication is limited \\;ithin th‘;ei: -
circle. Moreover, the local community hesitates to treat and accept them as t(;l‘:i':'
neighbours. Purchasing a house or piece of land for a permanent settlement is a
distant dream for the migrant labourers as the cost of the same is much high in
Kerala. Since the migration is predominantly a male dominated one, leaving their
family in their home village, hardly any one has an intention to establish a settled
life here. They very much consider their stay a purely temporary one and therefore
do not have a felt need for integration psychologically with the host society.

Social Participation

The participation and involvement of migrant labourers in various socio-
cultural occasions (such as Onam, religious festivals, marriage, birthday party, art
and cultural fest etc.) is not welcomed wholeheartedly by the local community.
Their presence is often felt as inauspicious and is rarely invited for such occasion.
Even if they attend they find themselves as the odd one out. Interestingly it is also
noticed that many migrant labourers often actively participate in meetings and
processions of political parties and some festivals. For e.g. many migrants from
West Bengal took part in the popular ‘Pulikali’fest at Thrissur last year.‘Thenr
participation was not on account of their cultural integration but the fact 1s that
these people were hired by the organizers and were paid for the same.

Establishment of Marital Relationship
Establishing marital relationship is a major factor fonioring mtzfir:lt;O;
een communities. Blending of different cultures becomes more ﬁo e
there is a practice of give and take of life partners it 10 CIulctiu s and lso i
groups. This is a remote possibility in 2 traditional society llke. n g e
“Tala. How far the local Kerala families would accept 2 CO‘_‘J"gad elopement,
With migrant labour families? Except some cases of lf)ve affairs an R
n(?ne of the local sialiyales families expresses their willingness to arrang
With them,

014



Food Habit

is one of the basic needs of human being .fOI'-hlS survival, EYe
individualii(:\)lglops a food habit right from }he chlldhoc:)d whl;:: is laTr%?I); de:lefmm =
by the culture of the society in which one 18 born anfi rO};g up. This food pattery,
includes the type of grains, cereals, vegetables, fTu1t§, oil, sp}cis etc. used and the
way of cooking. A sudden change inthe food habit ‘Wlll definitely prod}lce Psycho-
somatic ailments and problems. According to Dr. Hithesh Spankar, Police Sur‘geon,
Trichur, death due to gastroenteritis problems are very high among the T{“grant
labourers as they are not accustomed to Kerala style food. If we are depn\fed of
the food we are accustomed to will adversely affect our he?xlth, work efficiency,
temperament and therefore result in a discomfort life of stra'm and stress. .Migram
workers, particularly from north eastern states, find much difficulty to adjust with
malayalee dishes as there exists considerable differences bet\iveen tbem. Many of
them still remain as purely ‘north Indian’ and try to maintain their own dietary
pattern, a kind of social insularity as well as an indicator of poor integration. Dr.
C.J John, Senior Psychiatrist, Medical Trust Hospital, Ernakulam observed that
psychological and emotional stress, depression, feeling of loneliness, unnecessary
fear and suspicion, suicidal tendency etc. are high among the migrant labourers
mainly due to problem of adjustment with the new environment and difficulty in

integration with the host society and culture that would ultimately lead to a kind of
social alienation.

Social Exclusion and Insulation

Another devastatin

g problem faced by the domestic migrant laborers is
the social exclusion that a

| t adversely affects their life socially, emotionally and
psychologically. The attitude and approach of the local population towards the

migrant work force is not conducive. The migrant workers from northern states
are generally called by the local population as ‘Bhai’ (in Hindi meaning ‘brother’)

and Tamilian as ‘ Annachi’. ‘_”T_here 1s a general tendency in the state to view migrant
1tizens. This attitude should be changed and we should
ur life now.” Kerala’s former



Even many Keralites belive that they create mali
threat to social security. Alexander Jacob, forme
pecause of their unfamiliar and suspicious manne
of complaints from the locals upon which the poli
from public places, produced them in courts; m

mental hospitals. Due to the unfamiliarity with the local language they were unable
to respond appropriately to the queries and often find no one to argue their cases
Only a few get the free service of legal society. If one or two labourers are caugh;
for some alleged criminal acts, we tend to generalise and label that all these migrant
workers are criminals, conveniently forgetting that the crime rate is much high in
this ‘God’s own Country” in which local people are involved. If this is the case,
does it mean that all malayalees are criminals? Should we not honestly acknowledge
their contribution and treat them with fair mindedness and human respect? Viewing
the entire migrant workers with suspicion by the host society has badly shaken
their confidence. But the fact is that nearly 90 per cent of them are genuine workers
holding valid ID cards issued by competent authorities.

gnance to host culture and pose
_rADGP of prison, revealed that
risms there were several instances
ce arrested many innocent migrants
any of them have been sent even to

Indifferent Attitude of Local Laboureres

Often the local labourers employ some kind of mechanisms to keep the
non—Malayalee labourers away. They consider themselves as very superior as far
as the quality of works is concerned. They possess a tendency to under evaluate
the work of their counterparts and also do hesitate to provide with any support and
encouragement to them sympathetically considering their unfamiliar environment.
Clashes between the local labourers and the migrants are not rare which always
go in favour of the former. The local labourers have some apprehensions with
regard to the hours of work and the rate of wages .The employers have a general
opinion that the migrant workers are ready to work for 8 to 10 hours with less
wages than the local labourers. This kind of attitude of the employers al§o will
produce among the local labourers a feeling of animosity towards the migrants
that result into exclusion of migrant workers by the local laboq force. Every kind
of exclusion works to the advantage of the host society in various ways: to keep
the wage levels low, rent levels high, services cheap, and maintain a labogr force
that is at their beck and call, one that can be absorbed and driven out at will.

Exclusion in Education

Though the number of migrant labourers living with their family.inchl}:;i]i'rc\g
children of school going age is less in number, continuiqg education tlo the:;l :t lc -
f®Mains an unresolved problem. The Right to Education Act stipulates -
child aged between six and fourteen should have free and compulsory education.

4
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Sarva Sisksha Abhiyan in the Ernakulam district conducted survey amon
and found that several children in the age group of 6 to 10 were not stud
school. They were mostly children of migrant labourers, commercial SeX Worker
and children living with HIV. Though the numbers may l?e small NOw, 1t 1s likely ¢,
increase in future with the number of migrant labourers in the state increasip, and
the education of their children being an issue due to constant moVe.ment from ope
place to another. The medium of language is a problem for many migrant familieg
The schools both aided and unaided do not show much interest in admitting thep,
Moreover, the fee structure is not affordable to many of them.

g then,

Conclusion

It is an indisputable fact that the migrant community is substantially
contributing to the socio economic development of Kerala society and €conomy,
Life today is impossible for the host community without the valuable service of
these people. But the irony is that the Kerala community shows hesitation to accept
the migrant labourers socially and psychologically but at the same time needs their
services badly. As the primary beneficiary of the services rendered by the domestic
migrant labourers, the host Kerala community should look into their chronic problems
and issues scientifically as well as sympathetically. Above all, an attitudinal change
is mandatory from the part of Keralites in general and employers in particular

towards the migrant laboures. Devoid of stereotype, prejudices and bias, accept

the migrant workers as human beings and fellow citizens with all the rights guaranteed

by the constitution. Only when the plights of these 3.2 million people are improved,
the state of Kerala will become the ‘God’s Own Country’ in the real sense.
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