
01/09/2023 18:41 Women's work, the missing piece of the Indian economy | The echoes

https://www.lesechos.fr/monde/asie-pacifique/le-travail-des-femmes-piece-manquante-de-leconomie-indienne-1972541 1/7

SERIES

Women's work, the missing piece of the
Indian economy 

INDIA, THE CHALLENGES OF THE CENTURY (5/5) - In India, the
activity rate of women remains well below the average of emerging

countries. The fault, in particular, with the patriarchy.
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At the "Geetanjali", a posh beauty salon in South Delhi, about twenty men dressed all in

black paint, style and cut the hair of elegant bourgeois women with assured chic.

Upstairs, customers slumped in soft armchairs observe these men bent at their feet.

Concentrated, they polish nails, push back cuticles and massage sore feet.

It is Priya, a young woman of 25 with cat's eyes, who watches over this army of small

male hands. Thirty people are under his command. “Before, I was afraid of work and I

Only 23% of Indian women have a job or are looking for one. Against 74%, among men. (Nati Shohat/Flash90/REA)
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was afraid of talking to people,” she confides. Now I have confidence in myself. » In India,

profiles like Priya are an exception. The Indian job market is like its beauty salon team:

many men, relatively few women.

Job market crisis

The figures speak for themselves. Only 23% of Indian women have a job or are looking

for one. For men, it’s 74%. The world's fifth largest economy lags behind other Asian

countries. In China, the female labor force participation rate is 61%.

Contrary to major global trends, the activity rate of Indian women, already very low, is

not increasing. Worse: it has fallen sharply over the past twenty years. According to the

World Bank, the rate was 30% in 2005. In 2019, it dropped to 21%. And since then, it has

stagnated.

“The main problem is the crisis in the labor market. The Indian economy is incapable of

creating jobs for women in the formal and informal sector,” says Archana Prasad,

professor of labor economics at Jawaharlal-Nehru University in Delhi. In neighboring

Bangladesh, the female labor force participation rate is 38%. A figure reached thanks to

the boom in the textile sector.

READ ALSO:

The situation is paradoxical, because the Indian economy has been experiencing

sustained growth rates for fifteen years. In the other Asian countries, the participation

rate of women has increased in line with growth.

“Indian household incomes increased significantly over this period, so many women

stopped working in rural areas, because their work was no longer vital,” explains Sher

Verick, expert on employment in emerging economies at the International Labor

Organization (ILO).

• ANALYSIS - India's economic miracle will not happen without job creation

• ANALYSIS - The limits of the Indian economic model

https://www.lesechos.fr/idees-debats/editos-analyses/linde-a-la-croisee-des-chemins-1909248
https://www.lesechos.fr/idees-debats/editos-analyses/le-miracle-economique-indien-ne-se-fera-pas-sans-creation-demplois-1955216
https://www.lesechos.fr/idees-debats/editos-analyses/les-limites-du-modele-economique-indien-1877680


01/09/2023 18:41 Women's work, the missing piece of the Indian economy | The echoes

https://www.lesechos.fr/monde/asie-pacifique/le-travail-des-femmes-piece-manquante-de-leconomie-indienne-1972541 3/7

La StoryLa Story PartagerPartager SuivreSuivre

Démographie en Inde : une croissanceDémographie en Inde : une croissance
sans le dividendesans le dividende

31 juillet 202331 juillet 2023 ·· 17 min17 min ·· Écouter plus tardÉcouter plus tard

Conditions d'utilisationConditions d'utilisation

“The withdrawal of women from the job market has been amplified by the

mechanization of agricultural work, but also by the absence of alternatives to work in

the fields for women living in the countryside,” adds the researcher, who points out the

counter-cyclical nature of female employment in the subcontinent. “Paradoxically, the

activity rate of women increases in times of crisis. In a household, when the one who

boils the pot loses his job, someone, very often the wife, has to go out to look for work. »

The weight of patriarchy

Finally, not much has changed since the release of the famous film "The Big City" in

1963. Satyajit Ray, one of the masters of Indian cinema﻿, tells the story of Arati, a

housewife from Calcutta who decides to take a job as a sales representative to relieve

the family finances. A revolution for Arati. But the young woman attracts the wrath of her

in-laws who take a very dim view of her social and financial emancipation.

In all strata of Indian society, women's independence through work continues to be

frowned upon. “Indian society remains very patriarchal. Women are expected to stay at

home to take care of children and do household chores,” laments Lora Prabhu, co-

founder of the Center for Equity and Inclusion (Cequin), an NGO that fights for women's

equality. -men in the Delhi area.

READ ALSO:

“When we leave our house, everyone around us asks us why we are going outside. We

are told that we would do better to stay at home, ”plague Nazia Shamim Khan. Aged 38,

this mother lives in Jamia Nagar, a working-class neighborhood with a Muslim majority
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where you have to know how to jostle to cut through the crowd, and have eyes in the

back of your head to dodge the rickshaws which arise from all sides, honking their horns.

Nazia has struggled to gain independence, and has a small government job. With her

colorful scarf and heavy silver bracelets, she walks the Jamia district and accompanies

pregnant women in their care journey. “There is this idea that a woman should remain

passive and ignorant. Because if she starts going out, working and earning money, then

it will be more difficult for those around her to control her life. »

Precarious jobs

In this very patriarchal society, work allows a certain fulfillment. Priya, the manager of

the beauty salon, earns 30,000 rupees per month (about 335 euros). This is twice the

average female salary in the formal sector. This nice nest egg allows her to meet the

needs of the four people she has to take care of.

The jobs held by women are more precarious, 90% of them are in the informal economy.

And 57% of working women work in the agricultural sector. Jobs that are also unstable,

trying and poorly paid.

In India, women represent only 17% of employees in the manufacturing industry, which pays better than other sectors.
(Chris Stowers / Panos-rea)
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These jobs do not offer social security or stability. So when the economy slows down,

women are the first to lose their jobs. This was highlighted during the Covid crisis: “61%

of people who lost their jobs due to the pandemic were women,” explains Archana

Prasad, of Jawaharlal-Nehru University. More than half have not returned to work since.

» Women represent only 17% of employees in the manufacturing industry, which pays

better than other sectors.

Wage gaps are also significant. Among rural employees, men earn 35% more than

women. In cities, it's 21%. According to official statistics, women who work part-time

earn 272 rupees per day (around 3 euros) on average, compared to 408 rupees for men

(4.5 euros). These pay gaps make work unattractive for women.

Dangerous cities

Their activity rate is much higher in the countryside, where agricultural work remains

abundant. In cities, the shortage of jobs leads to very low activity rates. In New Delhi, the

capital, the rate barely reaches 12%.

“Delhi is perceived as a dangerous city by women,” adds Lora Prabhu, from Cequin. In

fact, in big cities and in Delhi in particular, many of them give up jobs for fear of being

attacked on their way to work.
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Some cases demonstrate the extreme violence to which women are victims in the

capital. In 2012, the murder of Jyoti Singh, a 22-year-old young woman who succumbed

to her injuries after a gang rape on a Delhi bus, shocked the country, and beyond.

More than ten years later, other stories of sordid femicide continue to make headlines. At

the end of May, a 20-year-old man stabbed his 16-year-old girlfriend 34 times before

hitting her limp body with a concrete slab. All in front of passers-by who witnessed the

scene without intervening.
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“In Delhi, women do not feel safe. At night, the streets in some neighborhoods are not lit,

says Nigar, a social worker in the Jamia Nagar neighborhood. The police do not patrol,

and the cases of violence that we bring to the police station are not dealt with. No one

cares about the fate of women and this affects their mobility. »

“In Delhi, you can commit a crime and easily disappear into the crowd. In the villages,

people know each other and pay more attention to each other, continues Lora Prabhu,

from Cequin. In Delhi's slums, some women stop working when their daughters are

teenagers, because they are afraid of leaving them at home alone. »

Considerable growth reservoir

According to some experts, women's work is undervalued by official statistics. “These

take part-time work poorly into account,” points out Archana Prasad. Furthermore, some

women say they do not work, even though they carry out different tasks at home or in

their immediate environment, such as on the family farm, which escapes the statistics.

The State Bank of India estimates that if women were paid for all the domestic work they

do, it would represent 7.5% of India's GDP.

According to McKinsey, women's contribution to the Indian economy is only 18%. India

thus has an enormous reservoir of growth. The World Bank estimates that GDP could

grow by an additional 1.5 points per year if 50% of women were in the labor market,

which would bring the growth rate to around 9%, compared to 7.2% currently . A

considerable asset. But the Asian giant, which intends to become the world's third

largest economy by 2047, has not yet found the magic formula to take advantage of it.

READ ALSO:

« The police do not do patrols, and the cases of
violence that we bring to the police station are not
processed. Nobody cares about the fate of women

and this harms their mobility. »
Nigar Social worker in Jamia Nagar district, Delhi
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Clément Perruche (Correspondent in New Delhi)
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