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Abstract 
 

Working women face various problems like wage discrimination, gender stereotyping of 
labour, cultural barriers, lack of social security, substandard conditions at workplace, dual burden of 
work at home, inadequate family support, sexual harassment and violence, poor implementation of 
laws and policies, lack of proper education and training opportunities etc. All these problems act as a 
barrier in progress of working women and prevent them from achieving equality and justice. The 
problems and challenges faced by working women require special emphasis and focus in view of their 
marginalized position within the society. Even when women are not employed, contributing to 
national output, a considerable share of their time is consumed by socially productive as well as 
reproductive labour. This is called the “:Dual Burden of Work” which distinguishes women from men. 
Nearly 90 percent of the workforce is employed in the unorganized sector and on this basis there is no 
exaggeration in saying that the unorganized in India is the women’s sector. Since ages women have 
been facing domination, subjugation and oppression due to patriarchal nature of society. However the 
social scenario has undergone changes but it has not yet reached the goal of providing equal status for 
women. Series of changes through processes like industrialization, modernization and globalization 
have created entirely new set of conditions. This impact brought rise in the proportion of women’s 
engagement in gainful employment. 

 

Key Words:- Wage Discrimination, Gender Stereotyping, Work Participation, Social 
Security, Health Benefits.  

 

 Globalization tendencies, with all unevenness of development, have been highly varied and 
have opposite consequences for women. The effects of development are not gender neutral. In the 
planet wide expansion and development of the world market that signals the victory of free trade, 
women find themselves being allocated limited tasks and roles. Across different countries and 
cultures, a number of parallel trends are making women’s lives and work more and more similar 
and stressed with higher levels of employment but mainly in insecure low paid jobs, they have to 
face greater social problems, more competition, sexual violence, a new culture of extravagant 
consumerism and a quest for new identities amid growing social inequality.  

In developing country like India rapid technological change, expanding globalization, 
profound cultural shifts and new economic trends have brought huge range of opportunities in the 
economy with liberalization of economy, private sector participation has also given a boost to 
development in various sectors, thereby generating greater employment opportunities for the 
women folk but simultaneously it has violated many basic human rights of the workers especially 
women workers. A sizeable section of labourers in the unorganized sectors has no job security. 
They work for long hours and still remain extremely poor with regard to basic subsistence as well 
as a dignified human subsistence. The position of women workers is extremely marginalized due to 
various social segmentations such as caste, poverty, illiteracy, lack of training, migrations, crime 
etc.1 

                                                
1 ILO-WEP: Informal sector and Urban Employment: A review of activities in urban and informal sector, 
International Labour Office, Geneva, 1990. 
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      Right to livelihood means right to earn with dignity and respect. As per Lord Buddha’s 
writing right to livelihood is connected with first defining what right livelihood is i.e. a livelihood 
which is moral and not against the principles of natural justice like livelihood without killing, living 
beings, livelihood earned through honesty as well as dignity.2 The right to livelihood has been 
promoted at international level through United Nation (UN), Universal Declaration on Human 
Rights (UDHR),3 International Covenant of Economic, Social Cultural Rights ( ICESCR)4, 
International Labour Organization (ILO) etc. At national level, our Constitution protects the rights 
of working women and restore’s dignity to every individual with regard to right to livelihood.5 The 
Constitution has described right to livelihood as integral facet to life. The state is under obligation 
under Article 39 (a), 39(d) and 42 to provide, promote and protect the right to livelihood or the 
right to exist. If the right to livelihood is not treated as part of constitutional right to life, the easiest 
ways of depriving a person of his right to life would be to deprive him of his means of livelihood.6  

 

The Human Right to livelihood includes the following universal rights:- 
 

1. Equality before the law. 
2. No discrimination on the basis of caste, religion, gender, etc. 
3. Right to freely choose work or occupation.  
4. Right to social security and adequate standard of living. 
5. Right to equal opportunities and equal access to productive resources like scientific benefit, 

technology, training, education etc.  
6. The right against exploitation torture, inhumane or degrading treatment, harassment etc. 
7. Right to live life with dignity 
8. Right to basic protections at workplace: freedom from forced labour freedom to form trade 

unions associations; adequate and safe working conditions; equal pay for equal work. 

In today’s socio-economic and political environment people’s livelihoods are threatened by 
various factors. These factors include natural disasters, destructions of natural resources, crime, 
migration, mass displacements, agricultural hardships, political conflicts etc. On such events women 
perennially suffer the most in form of exploitation, discrimination and violence.7 Over six decades 
after the independence, numerous efforts have been made through legislations, programmes, 
policies and schemes to ameliorate the condition of working women in India. So that women can be 
accorded equality, vis-à-vis their male counter parts.  

 

The Need to Alleviate Women’s Socio-Economic Status in Indian society 
 

Women play a critical role in the family which is the basic unit of society. The inadequate 
support to women and the insufficient protection to their respective families affect the society as a 
whole and undermines efforts to achieve full partnership, both in public and private spheres. Both 
women and men must be enabled to reconcile and share equally the work responsibilities. Strong 
national machineries for the advancement of women and promotion of gender equality require 
political commitment at the highest level. Reforms to meet the challenges of the changing world are 
essential to ensure women’s equal access to institutions and organizations. Changes are strategic 

                                                
2
 Yin Shen, The Way to Buddhahood, Wisdom Publications, Somerville, 2006. 

3
 See Articles 22-28 of UDHR 

4
 See Articles 28, 29, 30, of ICESCR. 

5 See Articles 14, 15(1), 15(3), 16, 39(a), 39(d), 42, 51 a (e) of Indian Constitution.  
6 Chauhan. O.P and Dadwal Lalit, Human Rights Promotion and Protection, Anmol Publishers, New Delhi, 2004. 
7 It is in this increased violation of right to livelihood that an organization called PWESCR, (Programme on Women’s 
Economic, Social Cultural Rights) in partnership with several other organization globally has initiated a 
international network on women’s right to livelihood. For more details visit www.pwescr.com. 
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and important aspect of creating an enabling environment for advancement of women in 
professional sphere. Effective and coordinated plans, programmes and strategies for full 
implementation of women-oriented policies require a clear knowledge on the present situation of 
women and girls. A clear research based knowledge and data disaggregated by pre short and long 
term time bound targets and measurable goals and follow up mechanism needed to ensure capacity 
building for all the actors involved in the achievement of women rights at workplace. 

The realization of the goals of gender equality needs to be supported by the allocation of 
necessary human and financial resources for specific and targeted activities to ensure gender 
equality at local, regional, national and international level as well as by enhanced international 
cooperation. The explicit alternation to these goals in budgetary processes is essential. 

Recognizing the persistent and increasing burden of poverty on women in many countries, 
the violence and crime against women the inequality and exploitation of women working 
particularly in developing countries it is essential to continue from a gender perspective to review, 
modify and implement integrated macro-economic and social policies and programmes to ensure 
universal and equitable access to social and economic services in particular to education, health, 
employment and also equal access to and control over economic resources. 

It is a fact that, gender equality is a constituent of development as well as an instrument of 
development No country can be deemed to be developed if half of its population is disadvantaged in 
terms of basic needs, livelihood options and access to knowledge, education training and political 
voice. It is an instrument of development because without gender equality other goals of 
development will also be difficult to achieve like the goals of poverty alleviation, literacy, economic 
growth, environment sustainability etc. A natural corollary of ensuring gender equality is the 
elimination of gender discrimination inequalities between genders will halt the economic growth 
and development of the country as half of a country’s population comprise of women power.  

While the gender sensitization of policies, programmes and schemes go a long way in 
empowering women, it is the human development indicator which reflects the ultimate and true 
empowerment of women in a country. Unfortunate the basic parameters of health sex ratio, Infant 
Mortality rate, MMR, immunization level mobility, mortality, anemia etc. nutrition (malnutrition, 
underweight etc, education (illiteracy, poor enrolment, drop outs) employment and training 
(unorganized and unpaid sectors, discrimination in wages, poor skill development, drudgery areas 
of occupations such as agriculture and construction) reflect the continuing dismal status of women 
in various parts of the world.  

    As per the ILO Studies women in South Asia are far less likely than men to have a job or to 
be looking for one. While 80 percent of men in the region are either employed or searching for a job 
the number of women is as low as 32 percent. These low rates are largely due to cultural attitudes, 
social norms and crime against women. As a result in some parts of South Asia including India 
women’s participation in labour market is dropping and it can be seen has major cause behind slow 
economic growth of the nation.  

According to ILO’s Global Employment Trend 2013 Report, India’s labour force 
participation rate for women fell from 37 percent in 2004-2005 to 29 percent in 2009-2010 Out of 
131 countries with available data, India ranks 11th from the bottom in female labour force 
participation. Despite of very rapid economic growth in India in recent years it has been observed 
that trend of declining female labour participation is prevalent across all age groups, across all 
education levels and in both urban and rural areas. In terms of declining employment 
opportunities, occupational segregation appears to play an important role in holding women back. 
Women in India tend to be grouped in certain specific industries and occupations such as basic 
agriculture, textile, services (elementary), handicraft etc. Due to gender stereotyping in job market 
and failure to allow women full access to the labour market is an under-utilization of human 
resources that holds back productivity as well as the economic growth.  
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The female employment in India grew by 9 million between 1994 and 2010, but the ILO 
estimates that it could have increased by almost double the figure if women had equal access to 
employment in the occupations as their male counter parts. Thus it is astonishing that more women 
in India are enrolling in schools, colleges as well as universities but then why the number of women 
who are either working or looking for job is decreasing.  

In the period when the Indian economy grew at its fastest the proportion of working 
women declined the most between 2004-05 and 2011-12. India’s female labour participation rate 
(LFPR) declined merely by 7 percent and pointed to 22.5 percent. According to the National Sample 
Survey Office (NSSO) (2012 figures) even as the economy expanded at an annual pace of 8.5 
percent urban India, the driver of economic growth has lower rates of female LFPR than rural India. 
The rapid gains in the educational attainments of women in urban areas over past few decades have 
not translated into economic empowerment. A key reason why educated women tend to stay away 
or drop out from work is due to wage discrimination lack of social security, safety and supporting 
infrastructure.8  

Problems of the women workers in particular deserve special emphasis and focus in view of 
their marginalized position within the society. Even when women are not employed contributing to 
national output a considerable share of their time is consumed by socially productive as well as 
reproductive labour. This is called the “double burden of work” that distinguishes women from 
men. The census of 2001 revealed that 51 percent of the work of women which qualify for inclusion 
in GDP are not recognized and remain unpaid. 

It is true that since ages both men and women have always worked. The difference were 
only in their areas of work, the location of work, execution and performance, tools and technology 
and motivating factors for work. It is well known fact that women since ancient times have always 
contributed to the nation’s economy. Apart from meeting their domestic responsibilities, women 
have earned income for families by manufacturing goods at homes during leisure time. A new 
feature of modern times is the increasing proportion of women working away from their homes. 
Women have been invisible workers. Their labour and skills have been considered insignificant in 
relation to those of men. 

Indian labour markets are facing a commotion which is reflected in declining labour force 
participation rates of women. The participation rates have decreased from 37 percent in 2004-05 to 
29 percent in 2009-10.9 The various reasons for such trend are wage discrimination, restricted 
opportunities for women workers violence and crime, lack of  social security, health issues 
(reproductive roles) etc. However in protecting the rights of working women there is entire gamut 
of laws on women like Equal Remuneration Act, Mines Act, Maternity Benefit 
Act, Domestic Violence Act, Sexual Harassment Act etc. Apart from the legislative provisions our 
Constitution also guarantees safeguards to women and further ensures to provide positive 
discrimination in favour of women for neutralizing the cumulative socio-economic, educational and 
political disadvantages faced by them.10 

At the same time the impact of industrialization and globalization have brought a rise in the 
proportion of women’s engagement in gainful employment outside the home. This happened due to 
the structural changes in the socio cultural and economic sphere due to the impact of 
industrialisation and globalisation. Their work goes un accounted, unrecognized, unaccepted and is 
rarely included in the GDP.11 

                                                
8 See June 2013, Special Issue of Finance and Development, a Journal of IMF, International Monetary Fund.  
9 Report of the Fourth National Commission on Labour, 2010, Govt of India.  
10 Articles 14,15,16,21,44,46,51,348-D, 348-T etc of Indian Constitution. 
11 N.David Unorganized Women Workers: Problems and Prospects, Discovery Publishing House, New Delhi, 1996, 
p.34. 
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     The plight of women workers is miserable as they work for extremely low wages, long 
working hours, unsatisfactory working conditions, lack of job security, social security, health 
facilities and abuse and above all the women workers in unorganized sector are not protected by 
legislation. The Constitutional and legislative safeguards relating to rights of working women in 
India are still a mirage. In protecting the rights of working women there exists an entire gamut of 
laws in India like---- 

The Factory Act, 1976, Minimum Wages Act, 1948, Employees State Insurance Act, 1948, 
Garden Employees Act, 1951, Mines Act, 1952, Maternity Relief Act, 1961, Bonded Labour System 
(Eradication) Act, 1976, Equal Wages Act, 1976, Contract Labour (Regulation and Eradication) Act, 
1979, Women Obscene Exposure (Prohibition) Act, 1986, Baby Milk Substitution, Milk Feeding 
Bottles and Baby Food (Regulation Production, Supply and Distribution) Act, 1992, Pre Conception 
and Pre-Natal Cure Technique (Regulation and Prevention of Misuse) Act, 2000, Protection of 
Women from Domestic Violence Act, 2005, Sexual Harassment of Women at Workplace 
(Prevention, Prohibition and Redressal) Act, 2013, have been enacted recently.  

Though a large number of women-related legislations are in place it is seen that the efficacy 
of these laws is not satisfactory primarily on account of poor implementation. A major reason for 
this is the lack of adequate knowledge regarding these specific legislations and also absence of 
gender sensitivity on part of the functionaries such as police, prosecution, medical profession, 
judiciary etc. The central and state government need to give a very high priority to training and 
capacity building of these stakeholders not only to educate them about the nuances of the laws but 
also to inculcate gender sensitivity in the whole system. Women are not really aware of the laws as 
well as the policies available for them. Therefore awareness generation and dissemination of 
information on a sustained basis should be adopted by targeting specific groups as well as regions.  

 

Conclusion 
 

Despite of several acts for the protection of women, working women are not able to avail 
the legal benefits in totality. Also where the women are aware of their rights, they remain voiceless 
and silent victims due various to social cultural and traditional dogmas and do not approach the 
courts for justice. This is true that many women do not get their share in the ancestral property 
despite of the fact that Hindu law has provided equal rights to women in property. Hence women is 
beset with many hurdles like the social and cultural attitudes, quality of legal aid, attitude of the 
implementing bodies, lengthy and expensive judicial processes etc. However, gaps still remain and 
it the women who do not have much social security, role security and are extremely vulnerable to 
exogenous conditions.  

Although various provisions regarding employment have been outlined in Indian acts for 
the determent of working women, it seems that they are effective only on papers. Poor 
implementation of working women specific legislations does not mean that the conditions of 
women workers have not undergone any change since the early day of industrialization. In urban 
areas, particular in large industrial units and establishment women have better conditions and 
many of the welfare provisions are implemented. But in rural areas and amongst unorganized 
workers, much remains to be done. There is one more tragic factor that has to be noted the very 
legal protections meant for working women are paradoxically turned against their interests by 
unscrupulous provisions they get rid of women workers and thus strike at the economic base of 
their livelihood. All these factors need to be studied in depth while drafting policies and legal 
provisions for the working women in so that the working women in India are accorded a 
respectable and dignified position in socio-economic scenario. It is true that all over the world new 
forms of work multiple strategies of social protection, extravagant lifestyles and diverse value 
orientations are unsettling and reshaping women’s lives simultaneously it is a disturbing fact that 
women folk is still lagging behind in the development race. Vigorous efforts are needed for proper 
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enforcement of laws and spreading legal literacy in order to improve the present condition of 
women workers. Poor enforcement practically nullifies the provisions. 
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