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This research is situated inside the vast debate on labour mobility and 
migration. The regional focus is on India, where internal labour migration is high, 
especially in some sectors. The sector analysed is the construction sector. The scope of 
this analysis is to take a close look at the labour relations in which migrant 
construction workers are involved and to try to contribute to a better understanding 
of determinants, characteristics and consequences of labour migration, in the 
background of neo-liberal policies implemented by the Indian government, its 
dubious political will to enforce its own labour laws and the complete vulnerability of 
the workers, especially migrant. 

There are two main aims of this paper: firstly, explore and analyze the labour 
conditions and labour relations of migrant workers, in particular in public sector 
worksites; and secondly, investigate the determinants and dynamics of their 
migration. For this purpose, a case study will be illustrated. Moreover, the present 
attitude of the Indian state towards migrant workers will be briefly considered. 
Detailed information is presented in the paper about the socio-economic background 
of the migrant construction workers, the migration patterns which have characterised 
their working lives, the labour conditions experienced and the labour relations they 
are involved in. 

The causes of migration are investigated, with the aim to collect some field 
data to discuss theoretical issues regarding the determinants of migration (survival vs. 
subsistence motivations, push vs. pull factors, individual choice vs. collective 
(household) decision, etc.). The information presented have been gathered during 
repeated visits to the work sites and through participatory observation, focus group 
and in depth structured interview (questionnaires). The location of the case study is 
Delhi, and specifically two work sites in the two main Universities where public 
institutions have contracted construction work to private companies who employ 
largely migrant labour. An analysis of the available state-level data will be presented, 
and compared with the findings of the case studies. 

This research contributes to challenging some of the 'neo-classical' 
assumptions regarding the determinants of migration, such as the role of individual 
choice in internal migration, and makes an   attempt to link the labour conditions and 
labour relations observed in the work sites to the pressure to cut costs and be 
competitive and to the incapacity/ unwillingness (corruption issue) of the State to 
implement labour laws. The results of the research show clearly that the use of 
migrant labour guarantees better control of the workforce and lower wages, which 
leads to an easier and higher surplus extraction. 

 


