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Abstract 

The crisis faced by migrant workers across the country in the wake of the 
on-going Corona virus pandemic is far from being just a circumstantial 
outcome of a difficult time. Rather, it has rendered manifest, the inevitable 
perils of choosing to orient towards a political economy that ultimately lets 
markets play a decisive role in determining citizen’s access to the good life. 
In that process, the role of the Indian state has undergone significant 
modifications and democracy has been fast loosing substance. In the light 
of insights from the works of a very popular contemporary philosopher of 
political theory, Professor Michael J Sandel, this paper shall endeavor to 
offer a constructive critique of Indian political economy’s embrace of market 
capitalism. It is argued that a key characteristic of market capitalism is that it 
bears the capacity to function with a certain kind of ‘abstraction’ from the 
social, cultural and natural spaces where it operates so that it tends to 
generate a ‘culture of indifference’ and growing lack of accountability, the 
grossly terrifying consequences of which only become apparent during 
times of crisis. The implications of such crises tend to be particularly worse 
for those who keep floating within the system, for having failed to find 
themselves a more or less settled space within the gigantic market 
machine. In this paper, the phenomenon of migrant worker’s crisis in India 
amidst the pandemic will be analyzed from such a perspective. 

Keywords: Corona virus; political economy; Michael J Sandel.  

Introduction 

A growing sense of insecurity, impotence and uncertainty seems to have suddenly 
gripped the world since the outbreak of the Coronavirus pandemic. The intensity of this 
unprecedented challenge is disproportionately profound especially for the vulnerable 
groups in India just as it is all across the world. The purpose of this paper is to attempt a 
critical analysis of the  crises experienced by a particular category of the vulnerable in 
contemporary India---the informal migrant workers--- who have been subjected to untold 
hardships that got terribly compounded due to the sudden outbreak of the pandemic. 
The central argument of the paper is that the cause of economic, social and political 
crises faced by the general group of informal workers, migrants forming a sizeable 
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portion of them, who constitute around 90%2 of the India’s total workforce today, needs 
to be located as part of a larger trend or phenomenon the growing imbalance between 
‘democracy’ and ‘markets’. ‘Democracy’ is taken to imply a combination of procedural 
and substantive senses. Citizens are conceived as integral and active members of the 
political community well equipped with all basic necessities that help them play an 
effective role in deliberative with their fellow citizens about the common good. It stands 
for civic, fraternal bonds of cooperation and mutual assistance amongst fellow citizens. 
There is the rule of law and wide diffusion of powers that prevent development of unjust 
structures of domination. The term ‘markets’, on the other hand, will be used to connote 
a socio-economic arrangement based on individualistic or exclusive pursuits; voluntary 
one to one contract in the absence of normative regulations that might be 
democratically arrived at besides a celebration of productivity, independence, and 
competition instead of cooperation. 

That democracy and markets must co-exist, emerged as a settled fact of contemporary 
political economy, more so with the end of Cold War in America’s favour. Markets have 
since, appeared to have assumed a rather disproportionate significance in countries 
across the world, thanks to the apparent hegemony of neoliberal ideology that 
encourages a more or less unqualified elevation of the market from its instrumental role 
to that of an ‘infallible master’, capable of deciding major questions of public life, 
affecting the life of citizens in a democracy. 

A critique of this development in India- the gradual eclipsing of democracy by markets- 
derived from two sources, one philosophical and another constitutional, has been 
employed to substantiate the central argument as well as to arrive at a viable way of 
undoing the grave imbalance that has set in. The philosophical source is 
Republicanism, a rich tradition of democratic political thought having roots in ancient 
Greek and Roman scholarship. The second basis is the assertion that the Indian 
Constitution has effectively laid down the nature of balance between democracy and 
markets that India ought to strive for. So the present trend, beginning around the late 
1980s as would be detailed in this paper, of markets prevailing over democracy is 
clearly unconstitutional. 

These two bases substantiating this paper’s argument are interrelated. The idea of 
democracy envisaged by the Constitution is consistent with republican themes 
especially that of freedom as collective self-government, which informs Sandel’s 
insistence on a “political economy of citizenship”, that in turn has been the basis of this 
paper’s critical analysis of the crises befalling informal migrant labourers especially in 
the wake of the Coronavirus pandemic. 

This paper attempts to locate the root cause of the crises faced by informal migrant 
workers in the nature of their employment—informal and unorganized, that is, outside 
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the purview of democratic government. This sector has been rapidly expanding ever 
since the adoption of neoliberalism inspired, New Economic Policy, 1991 that set the 
stage for a progressive transformation of the role of the Indian state from a market 
regulator, planner towards a market facilitator. Around 90% of India’s employed persons 
are engaged as informal workers. This traps them in a vicious spiral of a structural 
disempowerment. Condemned to a life of endless economic dependence and 
exploitation, they increasingly lose the basic means of exercising self reliance. They 
become increasingly alienated from citizenship roles and responsibilities, thereby 
undermining the only means of bringing a positive transformation and thus lose control 
over the forces that govern their lives. Disempowered, they begin to accept whatever 
little comes their way, thereby becoming easy targets of manipulation and exploitation 
and ending up being forced to contribute to the perpetuation of the system. 

The Informal Migrant Workers 

The informal sector of Indian economy has been fast expanding since the New 
Economic Policy of 1991. “The 17th International Conference of Labour Statisticians 
held by the International Labour Organisation in 2003 defines informal employment as 
those jobs where “…employment relation is, in law or in practice, not subject to national 
labour legislation, income taxation, social protection or entitlement to certain 
employment benefits (advance notice of dismissal, severance pay, paid annual or sick 
leave, etc.)” (Scroll.in, 2020). “Of around 61 million jobs created in India over 22 years 
post-liberalization of the economy in 1991, 92% were informal jobs, according to an 
India Spend analysis of National Sample Survey Office data for 2011-’12, the latest 
available, released in 2014.” (Scroll.in, 2020) A major chunk of workers in this category 
are the migrant who move out of their places of original residence (usually rural or 
suburban spaces) intending to work in another place which is usually an urban centre 
like a city or a metro where they expect to find relatively better means of gainful 
employment. This is a very large and diverse group in itself.  However, this paper 
addresses only the case of those migrant workers who are engaged in casual and 
temporary forms of work within the informal economic sector at construction sites, 
factories, private houses, malls, hospitality industry, or in petty forms of self-employment 
such as vegetable or fish vendors, petty ware sellers. These workers are not registered 
in any official records of the government. Their employment status is highly precarious 
and of a dependent nature. Working conditions are poor, unhealthy and unsafe to say 
the least. The cities where the most of these migrant workers are employed do not treat 
them as integral members. Their needs and aspirations are disregarded in 
considerations of urban planning and development. And because they remain away 
from home most of the year, they are barely active participants in institutions of local 
grass root democracy in their places of origin. 

It is workers falling into this category that faced the worst of times during the lockdown 
officially imposed by the Government of India during the ongoing Corona virus 
pandemic. The declaration of the lockdown without any prior warning or planning came 
as a huge blow for these people and almost at once exposed them to the extremely 
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precarious nature of their employment. Having lost their jobs with an unprecedented 
abruptness, they sought to return home as soon as they could but only to realise they 
were left with no means of doing so. Nothing was arranged for the most of them by their 
employers-no food, no shelter, no assurance. 

Making Theoretical Sense of the Informal Migrant workers’ Predicament as India’s 
‘floating citizens’ 

Republican themes have marked a notable revival in recent years2 as reflected in the 
works of scholars critical of Liberalism as a whole or certain aspects of that philosophy, 
which they think, violate commitment to values such as substantive political equality; 
deliberative politics of public decision making, freedom understood as participation in 
collective self-governance and the inculcation of desirable civic virtues such as ability to 
think and act as a citizen concerned with the common good values that Republicans 
fear, are being undermined by the Liberals’ immoderate insistence on individual 
autonomy, exclusive rights and the freedom of contract. 

 A very popular, contemporary advocate of Republicanism is Professor, Michael J. 
Sandel whose insightful republican arguments, especially his views on the significance 
of what he calls, “political economy of citizenship”, have inspired the contents of this 
paper. Substantive citizenship is a key concern that Sandel shares with fellow 
republicans. Membership of a polity, republicans think, is not a trivial label but one’s 
primary identity that needs to be nourished and promoted in any true republic. Only then 
would each citizen be empowered to enjoy freedom, which republicans believe can 
never be meaningfully done until citizens engage in the process of collective self 
governance of the polity through a combination of direct participation as well as 
representation. Political participation as an active agent deliberating about the common 
good rather than as a disengaged partisan bargaining for advancement of exclusive or 
sectional interest is what republicanism strives for. Republican politics is therefore 
preoccupied with creating and enhancing necessary conditions and arrangements that 
would promote such active and substantive citizenship. 

Accordingly, the tenability of political economic arrangements is to be assessed in terms 
of potential or manifest impact on the quality of character and life that citizens would 
have under it. It gives reasons to object to an arrangement if it undermines the same, 
even if it is a proven means of securing material prosperity. Sandel blames Liberalism 
for letting markets undermine the authority of democracy and hence political economy 
of citizenship in contemporary times. Applying this framework to the Indian context, an 
attempt is made to conceptualize the cause of informal migrant workers woes in the 
post liberalization economy of India. 

Michael Sandel says, all practical activity is underpinned by a certain philosophy that  
helps us make sense of the seemingly random, unrelated phenomenon happening 
around us. He calls this ‘public philosophy’, by which he means, “the political theory 
implicit in our practice, the assumptions about citizenship and freedom that inform our 
public life.” (Sandel M. J., Democracy's Discontent America in Search of a Public 
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Philosophy, 1996) The same philosophy, he says, needs to be analyzed and dissected 
for answers in the face of dilemmas and contradictions in the practical world. Thus, 
observing an increasing sense of discontent in American public life, Sandel claims to 
have identified a key predicament that has gripped their liberal democracy stemming 
from a contrast between what liberal philosophy promises and the reality that citizens 
are faced with. Sandel says that America has seen a gradual displacement of the 
republican understanding of freedom (as the byproduct of collective self-government) 
for a new liberal view of freedom as individual sovereignty to pursue self-determined 
pursuits in life, unhindered by democratic government. But the same could not be 
realized in practice as citizens came to increasingly feel overwhelmed by forces, they 
barely had the means to control, forces of the market as well as the welfare state. In the 
words of Sandel, “The liberal self-image and their actual organization of modern social 
and economic life are sharply at odds. Even as we think and act as freely choosing, 
independent selves, we confront a world governed by impersonal structures of power 
that defy our understanding and control. The voluntarist conception of freedom leaves 
us ill equipped to contend with this condition (Sandel M. J., The Politics Of Public 
Identity).  

One of the most critical reason behind this predicament is the ascendance of the free 
market thereafter in America, so much so that in the words of Sandel, “Over the past 
three decades, we’ve lived through a quiet revolution. We’ve drifted, almost without 
realizing, from having a market economy to becoming market societies.” (Sandel,2013) 
Market came to be promoted because they manifest the voluntaristic view of freedom as 
individual’s liberty to choose thereby displacing the republican notion of freedom as 
collective self-government (that would have necessitated a political economy of 
citizenship, that would not have allowed such an unqualified freeway to markets) 

A key ground for Sandel’s objection the ascendance of markets, then, owes to its grave 
implications for the health of democracy and the political economy of citizenship. He 
says “the more things that money can buy, the more affluence or the lack of it matters.” 
(Sandel, 2013) If money power was decisive only in determining one’s access to elite 
luxuries alone then inequality would not have been so consequential but when money 
comes to increasingly govern access to the basic essentials of the good life such as 
nutrition and food, decent health care, education, political voice , personal security then, 
inequality, that is a rather inevitable companion of the market, cannot be taken for 
granted, because equity then becomes a pressing civic concern, a factor that critically 
determines the quality of citizenship that one substantially enjoys in a democratic 
republic. Sandel rightly believes that the most corrosive impact of the emergence of a 
market driven public life, against the background of rising inequalities is the way it 
fractures the democratic community into classes, causing the affluent and the poor to 
experience lives that are worlds apart. As a result, occasions of meeting and interacting 
become highly restricted and mostly unlikely, so much so that the sense of being fellow 
citizens becomes increasingly a remote, redundant and highly formal fact of life. As 
Sandel writes, “The republican tradition teaches that severe inequality undermines 
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freedom by corrupting the character of both rich and poor and destroying commonality 
necessary to self-government.” (Sandel, 1996) 

The condition of informal migrant workers of India appears to reflect a similar 
predicament as Sandel observes to be the case in America. India’s drift towards 
marketization and neoliberalism also reflects, at least an implicit endorsement of the 
voluntaristic view of freedom over the republican one, evident in both mainstream 
academia as well as policy discourse. Even Amartya Sen’s advocacy of ‘Development 
as Freedom’ is based on the voluntaristic view of freedom as individual’s ability to 
choose self-appointed ends. Welfare and redistributive politics in India is also fashioned 
along similar lines. As Manjur Ali observes, “Put simply, our democracy has been 
framed in such a way that the acceptable behaviour from citizens is to aid the process 
of bourgeoisie development. The pretext or sub- text that has made this happen is the 
assurance of silent or gradual social and economic change.” (Ali, 2020)The basic point 
then is, India much like America, has lost its preoccupation with a political economy of 
citizenship in the unqualified pursuit of economic growth through markets which has 
increasingly turned into the end in itself. This explains the modified role of the Indian 
state, especially since liberalization of 1990s; the decline of socio- economic planning, 
governmental regulation, measures aimed at labour taming, labour law relaxation and 
so on, all with the intention of courting capital and facilitating big business without 
bothering for the implications on labour and on democracy generally. Critics have 
attributed the Indian government’s suspension of labour laws and failure to mitigate the 
poignant exodus and crises faced by informal migrants during the national lockdown in 
the wake of the Coronavirus pandemic; to its pro capitalist character. Apparently these 
workers are legal citizens of the Indian republic, just as much as their employers (most 
of whom demonstrate a typically indifferent and unscrupulous demeanour towards 
them) are. Formally, they bear the whole list of Fundamental Rights that the Constitution 
protects of its citizens. Each one of them bear rights to cast their vote every five years. 
The government is obliged by the Constitutional Directive Principles to address their 
concerns in the interest of promoting justice, liberty, equality and spirit of fraternity 
amongst all citizens of India. But the lives they lead are only characterized by a 
perennial state of powerlessness, voicelessness, apathy, insecurity, dependence, 
exploitation, humiliation, indignity and utter hopelessness that conditions could ever be 
any better. They are driven not by choice but sheer compulsions of necessity and 
helplessness, to move places looking for some form of employment. The informal 
employment they then manage to find, however ,does not serve as a stepping stone to 
a better life, rather traps them in a new spiral of the same woes. They have therefore 
been reduced to a class of anchorless, floating class of citizens for whom citizenship is 
merely a formal label that is remotely, if at all, tied to any substantial set of rights or 
duties in the Indian republic. 

The Constitutional Assertion 

The second related basis of the argument of this paper, it that the Indian Constitution 
upholds the republican idea of a citizenship oriented political economy. In other words, 
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even the Constitution requires only such economic arrangements to be set up which 
would promote every citizen’s capacity to participate effectively in collective self-
government. This can be clearly derived from the Constitution’s unequivocal 
commitment to secure a substantive democratic republic where citizens acting as ‘We 
the People’ (that is through collective self-governance) would progressively drive the 
republic in the direction of justice, liberty, equality and fraternity; the Directives 
elaborated in part IV of the Constitution; as well as later judicial interpretations that have 
reinforced the authority of the directives by partially bringing them under the enforceable 
part III on Fundamental Rights. Taken together, all of these imply that the Constitution 
stands for the priority of democracy (understood substantively rather than mere 
procedurally) over markets or individualism, not even a balance. It is therefore argued 
here, that an uncompromisable commitment to the establishment of a substantive 
republic founded upon democracy with social justice balanced with considerable respect 
for individual liberties constitutes an essential and indelible component of the original 
Constitutional philosophy of India. 

The following observations of a renowned authority on the analysis of the Indian 
Constitution, Granville Austin, are highlighted to further substantiate this point. “The 
Constituent Assembly in the Objectives Resolution and the debate on it established that 
the Constitution must be dedicated to some form of socialism and to the social 
regeneration of India….”“ What was of greatest importance to most Assembly members, 
was…….that a democratic constitution with a socialist bias be framed so as to allow the 
nation in the future to become as socialist as its citizens desired or as its needs 
demanded.” (Austin, 1972) 

It thus becomes amply clear that the Constitution drafters certainly did envisage a 
substantive democracy for India as a paramount ideal so that political economy of 
citizenship is accorded constitutional priority over a political economy of growth and 
development which ought to be instrumental to the former. 

Reflections of this were well evident in the ideas that were endorsed by the first leaders 
of newly independent republic. It was concern for the quality of citizens to be created 
that informed Mahatma Gandhi’s rejection of a modern industrialized economy and his 
advocacy of decentralized, small scale industries which would be labour intensive and 
easily regulated by local democracies, closer to the people. This bears great 
resemblance to the ideas of Thomas Jefferson who similarly argued against America 
becoming a manufacturing nation out of his concern for the moral and civic 
consequences of such an economic arrangement. (Sandel M. J.) 

Although Gandhi’s ideas failed to prevail, and leaders like Nehru and Patel steered 
India’s development policies in the direction of nationalization, centralization and 
industrialization, the Constitutional commitment to a political economy of citizenship was 
nevertheless maintained through the mixed economy framework where the public sector 
played a superior role and state regulation and planning kept the market under due 
limits. However, this arrangement soon lost efficiency as the public sector became 
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riddled with corruption and economic performance started faring badly to such a point 
that exigencies compounded manifold and the system appeared to falter. Solution came 
in the form of a drastic reorientation manifested in the New Economic Policy of 1991, 
that set the stage for dispensing with not only this earlier arrangement, but also the 
commitment to a political economy of citizenship for a political economy exclusively 
oriented to bring economic growth with redistribution instrumental to aid that growth, the 
latter of which cannot be justified. 

With these developments in place, the initial concern for a political economy oriented 
towards citizen empowerment was gradually rendered redundant. Fast track growth 
through enhanced private investment was the new goal and with it, reliance on markets 
started expanding and intensifying quite without the inhibitions that had earlier 
prevented the Indian state from adopting that course. Nehru’s concern that political 
equality fails to make the millionaire and the pauper equal, was soon forgotten. In other 
words, the political economy was newly oriented to secure growth through capitalist 
forces of marketization, the benefits of which were expected to trickle down to the poor. 

It has been due to this transition in Indian political economy that the informal sector has 
been fast expanding that in turn means that a swelling number of Indian citizens are 
being employed by the markets falling beyond the radar of democratic state and its 
regulation. The informal migrant workers belong to this category. 

The trend in this direction has greatly intensified in the recent times. There are 
conscious steps being taken, at the same time, by the government to legitimize the 
deviation from the political economic arrangement that had the backing of the 
Constitution. To cite the latest step in this direction, one might read the preface to the 
Economic Survey of India, 2019-2020 that showing no signs of critical appraisal has 
rather intended to “to put to rest any skepticism about the benefits accruing from a 
market economy, both in economic thinking and policy- making.” Using words like ‘tryst’, 
‘dalliance’ and ‘ephermeal’ to outrightly downplay India’s constitutional commitment to 
principles of welfare socialism dismissing the same to be “….an exception with belief in 
the invisible hand of markets being the norm.” (Economic Survey of India, 2019-20) 
(Palshikar, 2009) 

Interestingly there are academics like Suhas Palshikar, who fail to find any contradiction 
between the political economic transition of the 1990s in India and what is 
constitutionally mandated in the Indian republic. This is based on the notion, against 
Austin’s observation stated above, that the Indian Constitution was carefully drafted to 
be a ‘neutral document’ which does not endorse any particular course, not even a 
moderate version of socialism so that “arguments of ‘deviations’ from the ‘original’ may 
not close the debate.” (Palshikar, 2009) “This point becomes the more relevant in the 
context of policies adopted since the 1990s under the rubric of economic liberalization. 
Since then, the opponents of the new economic policies have repeatedly invoked the 
spirit underlying the Constitution. What these arguments ignore is that economic 
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liberalization is in fact seen as a pragmatic corrective to the excessively interventionist 
conception of the state adopted by the Constituion.” (Palshikar, 2009) 

What Palshikar calls “a pragmatic corrective” still remains nevertheless, a major 
deviation from the kind of state and political economy that is well implied by the 
Constitution whose commitment to socio-economic equity and justice as an inevitable 
foundation of a substantive democracy just cannot be understated. Against his further 
claim in the same vein, that the Directive Principles of State Policy are only ‘enabling’, 
non – obligatory provisions, it seems sufficient to highlight the use of word ‘shall’ by the 
drafters before Article 39 to offer just one strong counter. Moreover, Dr. Ambedkar was 
very categorical that, “It is the intention of the Assembly that in future both the 
legislature and the executive should not merely pay lip service to these principles…..but 
that they should be made the basis of all executive and legislative action that may be 
taken….in the matter of the governance of the country.” (Austin, 1972) 

Another point that further substantiates this paper’s argument, relates to the way 
neoliberal economic reforms, which have been held responsible for displacing the 
political economy of citizenship, were introduced in India. If we go by the account of 
scholars like Atul Kohli and Rob Jenkins, it appears that the then government of India 
pushed through major policy changes by subverting democratic procedures. “The 
simple point, however, is that liberalizing reforms were pushed forward by a narrow 
coalition, and that an element of "stealth" clearly characterized the politics of economic 
liberalization [see Jenkins 1999]. aimed at circumventing nationalist and popular 
opposition.” (Kohli, 2006) 

Towards Anchoring India’s Floating Citizens 

The reason behind the sufferings faced by the poor informal migrant workers in India 
alongside other vulnerable groups is therefore to be found in our failure to prioritise 
democracy over markets which is another way of saying we have failed to prioritise 
republican values of substantive citizenship. This was a malaise wrecking our polity 
since at least the late 1980s till the present times. What the pandemic did was to 
suddenly bring what was latent all the while, to a blatant prominence. 

Indeed as Sandel says, “In ordinary times,” says Sandel, “ the public philosophy can 
easily escape the notice of those who live by it. But anxious times compel a certain 
clarity. They force first principles to the surface and offer an occasion for critical 
reflection.” (Sandel,1996). The Coronavirus pandemic has thus brought us an 
opportunity to rethink the viability of the foundations of our political economy. 

A solution to the problem of markets overpowering democracy would ultimately help 
ameliorate the conditions of the poor migrant workers. How is this to be secured? Again, 
the solutions are also to be found at two levels: the philosophical and the constitutional 
and both are quite apparent from the discussion above. The philosophical solution lay in 
reviving and reclaiming republican values back to our contemporary political economy. 
Intellectuals and academics can greatly contribute to this by simplifying republican 
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principles and making them easily accessible to the ordinary citizen. This would 
practically translate to having a thorough democratic debate and deliberation across 
diverse platforms including the Parliament, state legislatures, the local government 
institutions, the media and other civil society platforms on ways to reintroduce into 
economic policy, the priority of empowering citizens to take an effective part in all levels 
of policy making. This will enable the informal migrant workers to act as agents of self-
rule. The Constitutional solution, on the other hand, is all about restoring the balance 
laid down by the text between democracy and markets. The judiciary can play a very 
effective role here by interpreting the Constitution in its true spirit. 

In short, the solution is to reinstate commitment to political economy of citizenship in 
India. That means, to restore the priority of democracy or democratic government over 
markets. For this, the need of the hour, is to generate political awareness amongst 
informal migrant workers of their citizenship status and its potential. In the words of 
Sandel, it requires a formative project aimed at cultivating in citizens those qualities of 
character that self-government requires. To begin with, they must be taught to value 
that vote they have; to not trade that power for anything. 

Acquiescence of the vulnerable groups like the informal migrant workers is the greatest 
ally of the status quo. Such submission is less because of their economic condition, 
more due to have forgotten their might. They need to be reminded of the same. 
Knowledge is power. The informal workers can be sustainably empowered only by 
being made integral part of the decision-making process. Concrete steps to this end 
might include introduction of mandatory voting for lower income groups; ensuring they 
get special leave for this process besides providing government provision of free 
transport to their native places during elections. 

In keeping with the broad solution, following is a non-exhaustive list of 
recommendations that might show a way forward; 

Scope of the informal sector should be severely restricted through strict vigilance and 
laws to bring all existing private establishments under the purview of labour laws and 
regulations. 

Steps should be taken to help poor migrant workers find a voice in their places of work 
as well as in the municipal meetings of the urban spaces they dwell in so that their basic 
role as citizens is not lost out simply because they’re away from their places of original 
residence. 

The state should continue providing social security services to the poor workers, 
especially for the women, children, aged and the disabled and take initiative to empower 
them with awareness of their constitutional rights and duties as citizens besides 
providing opportunities for free education for them and their children, enhancing their 
skills and creative potential with a view to help them secure eventual self sufficiency and 
independence. 
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A platform be created that would be devoted to according due formal recognition to the 
services of poor workers so that they feel valued by society. 

Strengthening the institutions of grass root democracy, with focus on devising ways to 
make urban local government bodies more inclusive of the impermanent residents that 
include the poor migrant workers. 

Stricter enforcement of Corporate Social Responsibility and government partnering with 
committed civil society groups to monitor treatment standards of private companies with 
their poor employees in particular. 

Rooting out corruption that leads policy makers to approve demands of influential 
business houses without considering the implications for the poor and disadvantaged 
lot. 

However, such a republican perspective is barely evident in the existing analyses of the 
crises befalling India’s informal workers, especially the migrants among them, who have 
seen the worst of times due to the economic halt imposed by the pandemic. There is 
barely any discussion on how to get the excluded and vulnerable groups into the 
collective enterprise of shared decision making, on which the substance of democracy 
ultimately rests. The bulk of strategies being adopted as well as promoted do not 
address this dimension of the crisis, not even as part of long term strategies. In the 
upshot, their disempowerment remains and only gets reinforced. These hapless citizens 
remain as “subjects of treatment” instead of being put on a fast track to becoming 
“empowered agents of self transformation” . Hence there is utmost need to strike at the 
root of the problem. No sustainable solution is going to emerge from bargaining against 
the sytem in a partisan fashion, seeking better favours from the state and market forces. 
Solution is only to be found in working towards becoming effective participants of a truly 
democratised state. It is time to awaken the citizen dormant within the poor, migrant 
workers. 

Conclusions 

This paper has attempted to underline the deeper cause of the crisis faced by the poor 
migrant workers employed in India’s informal economy. It is argued that ultimately, it 
has been India’s political economic drift away from the constitutionally grounded welfare 
state in favour of a neoliberal market-oriented system that has ultimately put the migrant 
workers together with all other vulnerable citizens into a dismal state of existence full of 
precarity and disempowerment. Taking insights from an eloquent critique of a market 
oriented political economy offered by civic republican philosopher, Michael J Sandel, it 
is sought to be stressed that even if markets might be the relatively more efficient tools 
of economic management than the democratic state can ever be, even then, it is in the 
interest of substantive democracy that the scope and role of markets in public life ought 
to still remain well-regulated because inequality which is the inevitable companion of 
markets cannot be taken for granted because equity remains a pressing concern, a 
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factor that critically determines the quality of citizenship that one substantially enjoys in 
a democratic republic. 

The more we look at economics in abstraction, the more we disempower those who fail 
to survive the forces of the market: the forces of competition, money power and a whole 
culture of indifference and absence of fellow feeling and community that characterize 
markets. In a democratic republic, there are higher goals against which economic 
arrangements and aims are to be judged. The costs of economic growth have to be 
weighed. The quality of this growth needs to be assessed. The pandemic has thus 
forced us to rethink the philosophical foundations of our practice. This paper hopes to 
make a humble contribution in that direction. 
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