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Seasonal migration of women workers, both independent and associational, is 
reported to be high in Andhra Pradesh. The patterns and process of migration, 
working conditions of migrants at places of destination of the seasonal migrant 
women workers engaged in sugar cane-cutting, chilli-plucking, brick-making and 
dam construction in the villages of Andhra Pradesh and consequences of migration 
for the migrants and their households are discussed in this paper, 
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Certain types of migration have very significant implications for 
theory and policy on migration, but have not received the attention 
which they should have these types include seasonal migration in 
general and women's migration in particular. The census reports 
contain considerable information on streams of migration, in terms of 
rural-urban categories, gender, place of birth and last place of resi
dence. However, secondary data on seasonal migration are not avail
able. Understanding seasonal migration requires field investigations 
in varied socioeconomic and cultural mileu guided by various motiva
tions and factors. 

It is customary for demographers to dismiss much of women's 
migration as marriage migration. This notion is based on an incorrect 
understanding of women's role in the sphere of production. Similarly, 
the occurrence of female seasonal migration is much more voluminous 
than what is usually assumed or estimated. 

Studies by Rao (1982), Hema Kumari (1984), Breman (1978), 
Hema Kumari and Tataji (1990; 1996) have covered various aspects of 
seasonal migration of women workers. Except for the study by Bre
man, the others have been carried out mostly in coastal Andhra 
Pradesh. 
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This paper makes an attempt to develop a typology based on the 
nature of work, duration of migration and patterns of migration and 
tries to analyse the process, pattern, and consequences of seasonal 
migration of women workers engaged in certain types of work in the 
coastal districts of Andhra Pradesh. 

Nature and Types of Seasonal Migration 

Different types of seasonal migration of female workers engaged in 
various activities falling under the informal sector of the economy 
occurs in Andhra Pradesh. They vary in terms of duration of stay at 
destination, nature of female migration in terms of independent, team 
and associational-cum-occupational, type of migration in terms of 
intradistrict, interdistrict and interstate, distance between places of 
origin and places of destination, caste composition of migrants, and so 
on. Independent migration includes exclusive movements of women 
workers (sometimes followed by male members, which is incidental 
and exceptional rather than mandatory, as in the case of tobacco 
graders). Team migration refers to migration of women and men both 
of whom are workers and, hence, members of migrant teams. Asso-
ciational-occupational migration refers to the movement of female 
members whose employment at destination is also an important con
sideration in the decision to migrate. This is distinct from exclusively 
'associational migration' in which female relatives of a person follow 
him wherever he migrates, or join him after he finds work or employ
ment and settles down. Various types of movements coming under the 
above categories and shown in Table 1. 

The State of Andhra Pradesh 

The state of Andhra Pradesh had a population of 66.30 million account
ing for 7.86 per cent of the total population of India according to the 
1991 Census figures (India, 1991). About 73.11 per cent of the total 
population lived in rural areas. 

The state is essentially agrarian in its economy drawing 50 per cent 
of its income from agriculture. The rate of work participation for 
general population was 45.05 per cent and 42.48 per cent for women 
and both figures are higher than those in other states in the country. 
Another characteristic of the state is that 59 per cent of its total female 
workers were agricultural labourers. This is next only to Bihar with a 
corresponding figure of 63.3 per cent. 
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The state of Andhra Pradesh has four distinct agro-climatic zones 
which also happen to share a common historical and cultural heritage 
and characteristics. They are North Coastal Andhra, South Coastal 
Andhra, Rayalaseema and Telengana regions. 

The North Coastal region is the poorest without irrigation projects 
and effective water management systems. The proportion of Sched
uled Tribes and Backward Castes in this region are higher than in the 
other regions. It contains an industrial city, Visakhapatnam, with a 
population of over a million which attracts skilled migrants from all 
over the country and illiterate migrants from the surrounding districts 
who are employed as construction workers and casual labourers. 

South Coastal Andhra has several major and medium irrigation 
projects with Godavari, Krishna and Delta systems and is consid
ered the rice-bowl of the country. Many cash crops like tobacco, 
cotton, chilli and sugarcane are grown in this region. There are 
many smaller cities which are essentialy centres of trade, commerce 
and transportation which provide employment to unskilled and 
semi-skilled workers. 

The Rayalaseema region is backward in terms of irrigation facili
ties. The essential crops of the region include oil seeds. Out-migration 
from this region occurs in the direction of Tamil Nadu and Karnataka. 

The Telangana region was very backward during the Nizam's rule. 
A few irrigation projects such as Sri Ram Sagar have led to agricultural 
growth, especially of sugarcane in a few pockets. But there is heavy 
outmigration from Mahaboob Nagar district to other districts in the 
state as well as to cities in other states such as Maharashtra (Lingam, 
1995). Much of the development in this region is in the coal industry 
and power generation. 

This paper focuses on North Coastal Andhra and South Coastal 
Andhra regions. Several types of labour movement occur in the coastal 
districts of the state. Most of these migrations are related to agriculture 
and agro-based industrial activities. Differences between the agricul
tural calenders and cropping patterns of different agro-climatic zones 
within the regions or between regions enable the labourers to move 
within and between districts for employment. Preference for migrant 
labour over native labour is due to various factors. Details regarding 
the nature and organisation of work, labour mobilisation and mode of 
recruitment, living and working conditions migrant workers, nature, 
patterns and process of migration and a few social demographic 
characteristics of migrants are presented below. 



TABLE 1 
Social Demographic Characteristics of Seasonal Women Migrants and Types of Migration 



P.0.0. : Place of Origin 
P.O.D. : Place of Destination 
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Prawn Processing 

There are several prawn processing units in Visakhapatnam city. Some 
of them are owned by Keralites and have been in operation since the 
1970s. But in recent years, some processing units have been closed and 
the existing ones depend upon migrants from Kerala barring a few 
local workers who have been absolutely loyal, willing to put in long 
hours of work sometimes for 14-18 hours at a stretch without any 
protest. The Christian girls in the age group of 17-25 (unaccompanied 
by their relatives from Kerala) are recruited by contractors or middle 
men, who get a commission from the employers as well as a cut from 
the wages of the migrants. They live in a common hall, have a common 
kitchen and share the expenses as well as the household chores 
including cooking, cleaning of vessels, house keeping, and so on. 

The are not allowed to go out of the compound of the unit except 
to buy provisions, vegetables and other necessities and to attend church 
on Sunday. In fact, one of the reasons for preference of Christian girls 
over Hindu girls is that the former have fewer number of festivals. 
They are not allowed to mix with local workers in other units so that 
the former cannot compare their own conditions of work with that of 
other units. The hours of work vary between 8-16 hours, depending 
on the availability of the raw material. They are paid a little extra when 
they work longer hours. All the jobs such as peeling, processing, 
grading and packing have to be done in either a standing or a bending 
posture. At the end of the season they visit their native places only to 
come back at the begining of the season. Many of them are ready to 
migrate to cities in other regions as well. 

Cashew Processing 

There are several cashewnut processing units in the coastal districts of 
Andhra Pradesh from Srikakulam to Prakasam. Each of them employ 
several hundreds of women workers who perform the jobs of removing 
the outer and inner shells, grading and packing the cashewnuts. Before 
these jobs are done, the nuts are sun dried and steamed by other 
workers. Illiterate girls are mostly employed for processing and grad
ing jobs. The women workers include locals, commuters as well as 
seasonal migrants. The season lasts for nine months that is from 
February to October. 

While the workers belonging to Andhra Pradesh are mostly from 
intermediate castes of Kapu and Yadava, the supervisors and the 
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management belong to Kerala. Entrepreneurs from Kerala began 
establishing factories in Coastal Andhra, after the trade union move
ment, labour unrest and demand for higher wages in their native state 
of Kerala. During the initial stages of establishment workers from 
Kerala were brought to Coastal Andhra to impart skills to the local 
workers. The local farmers got perturbed because competition from 
factory employment affected the local labour supply and wage struc
ture and they brought pressure on the management to minimise the 
difference between farm wages and factory wages. 

The female migrant processing workers, both married and unmar
ried, are drawn from intermediate castes and are considered as single 
migrants as they are unaccompanied by male members. Most of them, 
however, would migrate along with their relatives and stay at the place 
of destination in rented houses. 

Tobacco Grading 

The conditions of work, patterns and process of migration of women 
tobacco graders in the factory and in the farm sector are discussed in 
great detail by the authors elsewhere (Hema Kumari, 1993; 1994; 
Hema Kumari and Tataji, 1990; 1996). The independent female mi
grants are employed by tobacco factories in West Godavari district to 
grade Virginia Tobacco. In the early twentieth century, graders were 
recruited when they were young through 'gate interviews'. Mission
aries, middle men, and relatives of earlier recruitees played a part in 
the dissemination of information about employment. Majority of the 
migrants are independent, while others migrate along with relatives 
who are their co-workers. A few migrate along with their husbands 
who have employment in the factory. The working conditions are 
better and wages are higher for graders in the factories when compared 
to graders in the farm sector, that is, those working with individual 
farmers. Large farmers, who own five to six barns, employ 20-30 
graders, who are independent migrants in the sense that they are not 
accompanied by male relative, but is a member of a team headed by a 
senior woman worker. 

Migration of tobacco graders occur not only within and between 
districts of coastal Andhra Pradesh, but also between Andhra Pradesh 
and Karnataka. Flub Cured Virginia Tobacco was introduced in Kar-
nataka only during the late seventies and early eighties, whereas the 
same was introduced in the first decade of the twentieth century in 
Guntur District of Andhra Pradesh. Thus, there was demand for skilled 
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workers in Karnataka and it was met by trained barn operators, graders 
and tobacco leaf-plucking and barn-loading teams of workers from 
Andhra Pradesh. 

Chilli Plucking 

This crop is grown widely in the villages of Polavaram Taluka of West 
Godavari district and in the villages around Kunavaram in Khamman 
district. Women from the villages of Kovvurr Taluka in West Godavari 
district migrate to these villages. Usually the women migrants belonging 
to the same caste group move together. Sometimes women from nearby 
villages team up under the leadership of one woman and migrate. These 
groups consist of all women with one or two boys to run errands. On 
receiving information regarding the availability and duration of work, 
from the representatives of the farmers, the leader forms the team. 

The chillies are ripened, plucked, collected in bamboo baskets or in the 
bag-like folds of the sarees and dried in the fields. This operation com
mences in the month of March and continues up to the end of April. The 
work is carried out between 7.00 a.m. and 5.00 p.m. with a lunch break 
of two hours. Chilli-plucking is not a very comfortable operation as it 
involves long hours of work in a bending position with the strong and 
pungent smell of the chillies irritating the face and skin of the workers. 

Farmers provide residence, weekly rations, and firewood to the work
ers, but pay wages at the end of the season. Workers receive some dry 
chillies, as a special incentive because chillies and chilli powder are 
important ingredients of the food of the people from Pradesh Andhras. 

Cotton Plucking 

A large number of women from Krishna and Guntur districts migrate 
to villages in Prakasam district to perform the operation of plucking 
cotton flowers for a period of two months. This is also an independent 
migration of women workers who are not always related to each other. 
The conditions of work, wages and patterns of migration are more or 
less similar to that of other agricultural workers. 

House Construction 

Construction activities in cities employ a large number of migrants 
who are unskilled. They work as members of 'earth work teams' or 
'masonry teams' or 'slab laying teams'.1 

Even though they are in various work teams in the city on the basis 
of caste, kinship and regional linkages, it is mostly independent 
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migration of women and men. It is not uncommon for all the members 
of households and kin groups migrating from the villages to the city 
of Visakhapatnam. Employment is available for eight to nine months 
in the city and towns of Visakhapatnam district. During the monsoons 
(June, July and October), they go back to their villages because of lack 
of sufficient employment in the city. The migrants are mostly drawn 
from intermediate castes such as Kapu, Reddi and Yadava, and lower 
castes like Vada Balija (fisherman) and Scheduled Castes. 

Dam Construction 

Major construction work like dam building and plant construction are 
mostly carried out by migrant labour who move from one region to 
another and from one linguistic area to another linguistic area. Migrant 
labour from Orissa as well as Mahaboob Nagar and Srikakulam 
districts in Andhra Pradesh migrated for the construction of a dam on 
the Alimeru near Doramamidi village in West Godavari district. The 
construction work had been taken up by several contractors. The 
workers are supplied by different middle men to the contractors who 
keep a large number of workers under their control by paying them 
advances. Usually the migrant workers who work for a contractor 
move along with him whenever and wherever he takes up a contract. 
The labour force would run into hundreds and the women constitute 
half of the migrants who belong to intermediate and lower castes as 
well. Half of the migrant workers are small farmers and agricultural 
labourers. Women are paid lower wages than males. 

Paddy Transplantation and Harvesting Bantas (Teams) 

These operations are carried out during June-July and October.2 

Migrant teams consisting of men, women and children move from 
Visakhapatnam and Guntur districts to West Godavari. Earlier only 
women used to migrate in large groups accompanied by one or two 
men, but now both men and women move around in teams. Thus what 
began as independent migration of women workers, has transformed 
into team migration led by the male leaders. All the members in the 
team receive equal wages. While the women do the tough work of 
transplantation, the men distribute the bundles of plants to women. 

Tobacco-Leaf Plucking Banta 

A large number of villages in West Godavari district, where Virginia 
tobacco is grown, receive migrants from villages within the West 
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Godavari and Guntur districts. When the crop was introduced in the 
light soil areas of West Godavari, there was a demand for skilled 
workers to perform the operations of plucking tobacco leaves, tying 
them to sticks and loading them in the barns for curing. Hence teams 
of workers migrate from Guntur and Prakasam districts. Teams consist 
of women, men and childworkers and are headed by male leaders 
called maistry, who are intermediaries between the farmers and the 
workers. The maistry collects money in advance from the farmers, 
distributes some of it to workers, organises the team and leads it to the 
destination. He supervises work, ensures completion of job on time 
everyday during their stay of three months and guarantees obedience. 
The conditions of work and stay are harsh.3 

Sugarcane Cutting Bantas 

Sugarcane is one of the principle crops in the villages of Malakapalli, 
Dharmavaram and Chagallu of West Godavari district which have both 
surface as well as ground water resources; and Kottapalli and Ramachan-
drapuram villages in East Godavari district which are under the Godavari 
canal systems. Several teams of workers from Guntur district migrate to 
the above villages. The workers of each team belong to a single caste 
group consisting of two or three kin groups. The work is carried out by 
pairs of one male and one female, usually consisting of husband and wife 
or, father and daughter or, son and mother or brother and sister. 

The leader of the team, on getting information about employment 
opportunitis, mobilises the team consisting of his own kith and kin. He 
receives money in advance from the farmers and pays it to the workers 
and takes them to the villages where sugarcane is grown. The operation 
of sugarcane cutting commence in the month of April and continues 
till June. The edges of the sugarcane leaves are very sharp, and cut the 
bodies of those without proper covering Hence the women put on shirts 
over their sarees. At the end of the day their faces become black with 
dust. While men do the cutting, women make them into bundles and 
and load them into trucks. The workers move from one field to another, 
and work for different farmers in the same village. 

Sugarcane cutting is a strenuous job and, hence, the local workers 
demand more wages. The farmers depend upon migrant workers from 
other places like Srikakulam district, Guntur district and Prakasam 
district who are docile, obedient and hardworking. The wages are paid 
at the end of the season and the rate is fixed on the basis of acreage. 
Most of the farmers cheat the migrants over the acreage and pay less. 
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Brick-Making Teams 

In the rural areas of Andhra Pradesh those who need bricks on a 
large-scale, hire a team of 10-12 brick-tiln workers to make the bricks. 
Usually only the leader possesses the skill of making the bricks. The 
farmers provide the raw materials and pay the making charges. The 
brick-makers move from one village to another for making bricks with 
their teams and the leader pays the wages to the workers and takes care 
of their need. This work is done only in summer in the open fields or 
in dried tanks. These migrant teams stay in the village until they 
complete all the operations involved in making bricks, piling them and 
burning them. 

The teams consist of intermediate castes Scheduled Castes. The 
women of intermediate castes are either widows or divorced, while the 
women in the other teams are married and are accompanied by their 
husbands. These teams are provided residence by the farmers in the 
fields. The leader also works along with workers of the team. All the 
team members cook in the same hut and sleep in the fields at night. 

Basket-Making Teams 

Vijayawada, the third biggest city in Andhra Pradesh, is an important 
road and railway junction. It has large, dry hinterlands famous for 
different varieties of mango plantations. The fruits are brought from 
the hinterlands to the city in the summer, packed in baskets made of 
cut bamboo and palmyrah leaves, before they are exported. This 
creates great demand for baskets. A large number of families of the 
Medari caste (basket-making) consisting of men, women and children 
migrate and settle down wherever they can put up huts or shaecks in 
slums. All members including grown-up children participate in differ
ent operations and are paid piece-rate by the traders. At the end of the 
summer, they go back to their places of origin in Krishna and other 
neighbouring districts. 

Cracker-Making Teams 

Cracker-making under 'putting-out' system is an important activity in 
the city of Eluru in West Godavari district which receives migrants 
during the months of August, September and October from villages 
within the district. Sivakasi in Tamil Nadu is the major centre for 
manufacturing crackers of different varieties. But certain types of 
crackers are made in Eluru and other places in Andhra Pradesh under 
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the putting-out system, in which the necessary raw materials are 
supplied to workers at their residence and the trader collects the 
finished product after paying the workers on a piece rate basis. Men, 
women and children of lower and Scheduled Castes migrate in teams 
every year to the same cities and all members participate in the work 
which is quite risky. 

Seasonal Traders of Glassware Toys 

Several teams consisting of two to three families from states such as 
Rajashtan and Uttar Pradesh, move from town to town in Andhra 
Pradesh (probably in other states also) selling their wares which may 
be glass ware, bamboo baskets, and bags or toys made of mud or wood. 
They spend a few days or weeks in each town and then move on, 
depending upon the demand for their products. A few teams, however, 
settle down for several months in one town. The role of the women in 
such families is to cook, take care of small children and sit in the 
make-shift shop and carry out trade activity, while the adult male 
members go round the town and sell the wares. They put up shacks 
along the highway running through the town. Their goods have de
mand because of their cheap price. Their living conditions are harsh 
because they live along the highways and are always exposed to dust, 
noise and run high risks. 

Conditions at the Places of Destination 

In most of the work situations, the employees provide temporary 
shelter in the thatched halls or huts to the seasonal migrants and also 
firewood free of cost. The contractors of irrigation dams provide free 
snacks, tea and cigars to the workers and their household members; 
local transport from the place of residence to the place of work; and 
an occassional trip to a nearby town for shopping or to the movies. No 
employer provided for ration cards (under public distribution system, 
or food, clothing or education for the children. However, the farmers 
who hire the migrant workers, provided rice to the workers at prices 
cheaper than in the local market. 

Women workers migrating in teams are accompanied by their 
children of five years and less to the places of destination. The children 
are left in their shelters during the working hours. Children who are 
above five years but who cannot participate in work are left at places 
of origin, either in hostels run by the government or with their relatives. 
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Women without such facilities take along their children to the places 
of destination and this disrupts their education. 

In all cases, without an exception, the migrant workers work in 
harsh conditions for long hours without raising their voices against the 
employers and supervisors. They are aware of the reasons why migrant 
workers are preferred over the local workers. Vijayamma, aged 45, 
belonging to the Padmashali (weaver) caste, of a tobacco grader, said: 

The farmers treat local workers well, do not shout at them, 
allow them to take several breaks during working hours. But 
we are forced to work for longer hours, perform many jobs 
other than grading without complaining. 

In all the villages in West Godavari District, where tobacco is 
grown, there are one or two local bantas. The local team workers do 
not take up leaf-plucking work unless they are offered higher wages 
than the migrant workers. 

Some of the migrant women workers engaged in chilli-plucking, 
cotton-plucking, house construction, and brick-making are sexually 
exploited by the farmers and supervisors. Women who migrate in 
teams with either male or female leaders generally have a safer 
environment than those who migrate without kin or leaders. 

Consequences of Migration 

The consequences of migration for the migrant, her household and the 
places of origin and places of destination vary depending upon 

• whether the migrant moves independently or as part of a team; 
• with or without her household members; and 
• the volume of migration. 
For example, out-migration of a large number of workers from a 

village during peak seasons would create shortage of labour resulting 
in higher wages for local labour in the places of origin. Similarly 
in-migration of a large number of workers into a village would result 
in decrease in demand for local workers and, hence, decrease in wage 
rates of workers in the farm sector. 

Most of the work situations covered in this paper are characterised 
by pathetic conditions of work, exploitation at work, and sexual 
exploitation to a limited extent. Migration of mothers alone, leaving 
their children at places of origin would mean their missing out on the 
joys and satisfaction of parenting. The effects of seasonal migration of 
working mothers include neglect of children, educational retardation 
and even drop-out from schools. The children sometimes develop 
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unhealthy habits and turn to petty crime. Besides, the migrant women 
miss their family life. 

In many cases of seasonal migration, it is found that the women 
workers save as much as possible from their meagre earnings through 
'self-exploitation' to some extent, making the households cope with 
poverty. Thus migrant women take up more responsibilities than 
non-migrant women, but without any corresponding raise in their 
status. 

However, there are positive consequences such as raise in the age 
at marriage for migrant girls as in the case of prawn processors, tobacco 
graders and construction workers, and decrease in fertility among 
married women and an increase in confidence levels of unmarried as 
well as married women. 

Discussion 

One of the important objectives of this paper is to develop a typology 
of seasonal women migration. Our analysis of various types of migra
tion of women workers shows that when the nature of work involves 
a single task as in the case of processing or grading or plucking, 
migration of independent women occurs without being accompanied 
by their male relatives. Construction activity, either house construction 
in cities or irrigation project areas, involves more tasks than one and 
offers employment both for men as well as for women. Hence, this 
sector generates the movement of single women both independently 
as well as in teams of entire households or kin groups consisting of 
women, men and children. The only exception is that of paddy har
vesting and paddy transplantation operations which involve predomi
nantly a single task. Though it was carried out by groups of single 
women migrants in the past, in recent years, it has transformed into 
team migration consisting of mostly women and a few men. 

The operations of tobacco-leaf plucking and barn-loading, brick-
making, basket-making, cracker-making and sugarcane-cutting, in
volve a higher degree of division of labour and are conducive for team 
migration. Thus, it appears that the nature of work has considerable 
bearing on migration in terms of independent, team or occupational-
association, than other factors such as gender and caste. 

From the account of seasonal migration of women either inde
pendently or in teams, the following patterns could be observed and 
certain conclusions could be drawn. As Breman (1978) argued, mi
grant workers are preferred for certain jobs because they are docile, 



Seasonal Migration of Women Workers 805 

work for long hours and less wages. In addition, they perform many 
tasks which are not part of their work. Women workers are preferred 
because they are docile, carry out strenuous jobs without complaints 
and for less wages. Seasonal migrants are subjected to various types 
of exploitation — economic, social, physical and psychological. In 
spite of it, women workers are prepared to migrate to overcome 
poverty and destitution. 

The responsibility of running the household lies more with the 
women than with the men among poorer households. Hence, most of 
them migrate for survival or development of the household. All of them 
try to save as much as possible from their incomes generated by 
migration and spend it to fulfill their household needs.4 

While migration is one of the few options for the women of lower 
and Scheduled Castes to overcome destitution and poverty, for many 
women of intermediate castes (who are divorcees, widows and unmar
ried) migration is the only option in a cultural context which prohibits 
their working in their own places. 

Team migration has certain advantages for child workers because 
as members of the teams they get equal wages. In their own locations 
they are not employed except during peak seasons, and even if they 
are employed, they do not get full wages. 

In some types of migration, where originally women migrated 
independently, the men gradually took over the employment, de
manded and received higher wages (as in the case of tobacco factories) 
became union leaders and worked against the interests of women. In 
other cases such as paddy transplantations and harvesting work, they 
entered into teams later than the women and gradually replaced the 
women leaders and became organisers of teams. This curious process 
throws light on the way men manage to manipulate the situations to 
their advantage, and dominate over women. 

NOTES 
1. For more details on organisation of work and various aspects of migration of 

women workers in the sector, see Hema Kumari and Tataji (1996). 

2. Details of migration and working conditions of these groups are reported in an 
earlier publication of the authors (Hema Kumari and Tataji, 1996). 

3. For other details see Hema Kumari and Tataji (1996). 
4. This is shown by the studies of Hema Kumari (1993; 1994). 
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