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 STATUS OF WOMEN IN INDIA  

 

1. Aims of this paper 

The status of women in Indian society is discussed in detail here. This paper is based on 

secondary data taken from the various literatures written on the topic. After reading this paper 

we will be able to: 

 explain the concept of gender, role and status in terms of the status of women in Indian 

society 

 describe the status of women in contemporary India, within the family in relation to 

household work and describe women‟s status in the context of employment 

 the aspect of gender role stereotyping and its impact on women‟s health and education 

Here, we have examined various aspects of women‟s status in contemporary Indian society in 

terms of their work, education, health and media images.  

1.1 The concept of Gender 

It is now generally established truth that sociology and sociological theory have not paid 

adequate attention to the fact that societies are divided or stratified into not only on the basis of 

caste, class, and religion and so on, but also on the basis of what we call “gender”.  

The dictionary meaning of gender is “classification of objects roughly corresponding to the two 

sexes” as well as the properties of these two sexes. While discussing the differences between the 

sexes we generally focus on biological and reproductive functions, but differences in gender are 

socially and culturally determined. In other words ‘sex‟ is biological whereas „gender‟ is 

sociological. 

1.2 Women’s status in contemporary India 

As a member of Indian society living in contemporary India, we have been witnessed to caste 

and religious conflicts. Occasionally there may also be cases of men of one group or caste 

molesting or raping women of another group or caste.  

In so doing their izzat or honour is threatened. Thus, In Indian society the sexuality of women is 

linked with honour.  When we are considering various arguments, it is realised that these relate 

to expectations: women are assaulted because it is expected that they will not strike back due to 

weakness as well as due to fear of loss of family honour.  



The form and extent of work and political participation, levels of education, state of health, 

representation in decision making bodies, access to property etc. are some relevant indicators of 

status of the individual members in a society. However, not all members of a society, especially 

women, have got equal access to the factors which constitute these indicators of status. Gender is 

one of the crucial dimensions behind this inequality. In our society they are marginalised and 

economically discriminated against. 

Contemporary Indian society has been exposed to the broad processes of social transformation, 

agricultural modernisation and economic development, urbanisation and rapid industrialisation 

and globalisation. However, these processes have generated regional imbalances, sharpened 

class inequalities and augmented the gender disparities.  

All these have affected adversely the various aspects of women‟s status in the contemporary 

Indian society. 

1.2.1 The Family and Women’s Work 

Any society consists of men and of women. It is equally important to look at how the two groups 

of people interact, as well as at the roles and expectations each group has of the other. Such roles 

and expectations are a product of the stereotypes of each gender. By gender stereotype we mean 

attributes and qualities commonly associated with a gender. These attributes arise out of the 

interaction of a complex set of factors, many of which operate in the context of the family.  

i) Lineage, Residence and Women 

Most families in India, irrespective of their caste and religion, are patrilineal. The 

exceptions are the matrilineal Nairs of Kerala and tribes like the Khasis of Meghalaya. 

Simply put, patrilineality implies descent and inheritance through the male line. It also 

usually implies patrilocality or living of the husband in his father‟s home, quite often with 

his father, brother or brothers and their wives and children. This is also a simplified 

definition of a joint family. Under patrilocality a wife‟s visits to her natal home are 

usually restricted to ritual occasions, and a child is socialised mainly according to the 

values of the father‟s family. Even though a mother has a vital part to play in the child‟s 

life, major decisions regarding his/her future and that of others in the family are taken by 

the men in the family. 

 



ii) Gender Role Stereotyping and Household Chores 

Thus the first idea on gender role differences which a child acquires is that of women of 

one‟s family marrying and leaving their homes to live with different groups of people. 

Secondly, men appear to exercise far greater influence in decision-making and are far 

more visible and audible than their wives. Third, most of the tasks within the home are 

done by the mother, grand- mother, sisters and so on. At meal times, they carry food to the 

fields for the men. All these tasks which consume time and energy are not counted as 

„work‟ or „employment‟ and there is no payment involved. In Western countries, women‟s 

groups, politicians and other concerned individuals have been arguing for payment for 

housework and childcare.  

1.2.2 Women and Paid Employment 

As already discussed that women productive work performed in household not only „unpaid‟ but 

also „unrecognised‟. Women involvement in outside work is pathetic too. 

i) Women‟s Work Participation 

As per  1981 figures, 19.7 percent of Indian women were recorded as paid workers, of 

whom over 87 per cent were in the unorganised or informal sector of the economy. Thus 

we find that most of the women workforce are engaged in unorganized and informal 

sector in indian society.  It is held by many observers of Indian economy that without 

women‟s paid or unpaid labour the Indian agricultural economy would  not be able to 

function. In the informal sector, there is no legal redressal for problems; no maternity or 

other leave benefits and little security of service. Working long hours as domestic 

servants, stitching clothes for the garment 

          export industry, working on the assembly line of small electronics manufacturing 

units or the beedi, tobacco, cashewnut factories, women live in fear of retrenchment, 

exploitation (often of a sexual nature) and inadequate wages. 

ii) Women‟s Self-perception 

Once in a job how a woman relates to it depends on her primary socialisation. If, as is the 

case with most, she has internalised the dominance of the homemaker role, she is likely to 

adopt a non-competitive, uninvolved and low profile at work. She is committed to the 

value system, which stresses that her energies and motivations are to be directed to 



making a success of her home and not her job. Interestingly, this is true of women in 

highly skilled occupations as well. In her study of women scientists, Maithreyi Krishna 

Raj (1978) found that though women were concerned about continuing their jobs, they 

were not looking for better prospects nor have they „begun with a long range career 

strategy‟. Once in a job, women rarely attempted to acquire further qualifications, which 

would help in promotions. when promotions involved transfers outside the city or giving 

more time to the job, they would not be in a position to apply. Apart from not applying for 

promotions because it would conflict with one‟s family commitment, some women do not 

even enter the profession for which they have been trained.  

 iii) Employers‟ Attitude 

Familial proscriptions and women‟s own apprehensions are exploited by employers too. 

Papola‟s (1982) study showed that women were discriminated against at the time of 

promotions and tended to be crowded into lower status clerical and primary school jobs. 

They were rarely promoted to executive and supervisory posts. Among skilled and 

unskilled workers, the reasons put forth for preferring men were their greater physical 

strength and lower rate of absenteeism.  

iv) Traditional Authority in Rural Areas 

Where the ownership of land, means of production as well as decision-making are 

dominated by men, the division of labour within the family as well as in the employment 

market is weighted in favour of those in positions or authority. In her in-depth study of 

five working class women in Kerala, Leela Gulati (1981) concluded that though in three 

families women were the principal earners, employment did not improve the women‟s 

self-estimation or status in the social hierarchy. Notions of female dependency and 

inferiority are carried over to areas where in fact, men have to rely on their wives‟ skills 

for survival.  

v) Traditional Authority in Urban Areas 

In the urban areas, the working class, and men in particular have a wider range of job 

options available to them. The study by Leela Kasturi (1990) shows that when 

unemployed weavers from Tamil Nadu migrated to Delhi, the womenfolk found jobs only 

as domestic servants, while men became mechanics, cooks or drivers. Women could 



hardly take any time off from work to look around for alternatives; yet, men as well as 

women regard the unpaid and paid work of men as supportive and women‟s earning as 

supplementary. In a study of sweeper women of Delhi it was found that women supported 

unemployed husbands unquestioningly and even put up with physical abuse from them. 

The husbands were the maliks or masters, entitled to such services (seva) as massage of 

the legs and feet. Female „misdemeanors‟ such as answering back, serving food which 

was regarded as unpalatable or occasionally exchanging information on family matters 

were punished with beatings. 

vi) Unhealthy Working Conditions and low paid for identical job 

For the majority of working class women, a job is essential. In relation to the men they 

have fewer choices as well as limited chances for occupational mobility. When men and 

women work in the same occupation, female tasks are often the more arduous and time-

consuming. For instance, in paddy cultivation they spend long hours in sowing, weeding 

and transplanting. In Kerala the extraction of the cashew seed from a corrosive liquid is 

women‟s work. Again, when both sexes do identical jobs, women often get paid less than 

men. Protests are rare, apart from ignorance of legal and other rights; there is a fear of 

exploitation and sexual harassment by the landlord or contractor. 

vii) Traditional Role Expectations 

Irrespective of social class there is, at the level of belief, widespread commitment to the 

notion that a woman‟s job must not interfere or compete with her primary role of wife and 

mother. There is also concern with her physical safety and the respectability of the 

occupation. Highly rated occupations for middle class women are teaching jobs at various 

levels, librarianship, medicine, particularly with specialization in gynaecology and 

paediatrics, health visitorships and so on.  

1.3 Role Stereotyping: Impact on women’s health 

There are many agencies and agents outside the family, which help in the formation of „Gender‟ 

stereotypes. Now we are going to discuss food discrimination in the family, amniocentesis and 

sex discrimination within the given definitions of roles and expectations. These show how 

women are mental and physical health is affected by such definitions of roles and expectations. 

 



1.3.1 Food Discrimination Status of Women 

As you have seen, women work long and tedious hours, often under difficult and unhygienic 

conditions. A number of studies have also documented how in a scarcity situation, women and 

girls suffer as a result of food discrimination. By this we mean that men and boys eat first, and 

are given the larger and more nutritious portions. Traditionally, women eat after men in our 

society, and when there is limited food to be distributed, they automatically get less. What is 

important here is that food discrimination is not only a function of poverty and scarcity, but also 

of perceptions and expectations. It is assumed that men need better and more food because they 

work hard and are the bread winners.  

1.3.2 Amniocentesis and Sex Discrimination 

Amniocentesis is the process by which the amniotic fluid is extracted from a pregnant woman to 

determine the health of the foetus or unborn child. This procedure is meant for determining some 

birth-related defects. Although the primary aim of the test is not to ascertain the sex of the child,  

it is now being misused for pre-birth sex determination. In 1985, a study of the Greater Mumbai 

area showed that there had been 40,000 abortions of female fetuses following amniocentesis.  

1.4 Role Stereotyping in the Educational and Socialisation Process 

It is clear that more Indian boys than girls are enrolled in schools, and finish their education up 

to certain levels. Most of girls are helping their mothers at home or taking care of their younger 

brothers and sisters. Even the educational system itself perpetuates stereotypes and creates new 

ones. Here the term „educational system‟ includes what is taught in class, namely the syllabus, 

attitude of teachers and school and college administrators and the views put forth in textbooks. 

At the level of policy, there has been a certain degree of confusion regarding the right kind of 

education for girls. What are the bases of views of those who argue for more home science 

colleges for girls and computer courses for boys? 

1.4.1 Gender Differentiation in Courses of Study 

When analysing school (Class XII) results for 1985, it shows that girls secured a higher pass 

percentage than boys in all the four groups namely science, humanities, commerce and 

vocational studies. But out Of the 6,644 students who offered science, 4,852 or 73 per cent were 

boys. While out of the 26,716 appearing in the humanities group, 59 per cent were girls. The 

commerce group was evenly divided between boys and girls. Interestingly, though a fewer 



number of girls were in the science group, their pass percentage was as high as 83.8 per cent as 

against 70.7 per cent for the boys. More boys than girls study science and engineering and girls 

are clustered in lower status courses and institutions. However, most importantly, these figures 

are not a true reflection of actual ability.  

A principal commented that most of the girls who took up science hoped to enter medical 

colleges. Of those who were not successful, the majority went into home science, biochemistry 

or switched to arts subjects. Very few aspired to be engineers, research scientists or 

geophysicists. 

1.4.2 Biases in Textbooks 

There have been a number of studies on the content of text books which suggest that boys are 

invariably depicted as out-going, adventurous, brave and helpful; girls on the other hand are 

shown as dependent, submissive, quiet and obedient.  

1.4.3 Differentiation in the Socialisation Process  

Educationist Krishna Kumar‟s (1986) experiences of “growing up male” are amply substantiated 

by Leela Dube (1988) and psycho-analyst Sudhir Kakar‟s(1983) studies of male and female 

socialisation in India. Thus, watching girls heading straight home in “silent cluster” from school 

led Kumar to believe that “girls are not individuals”. As boys, he and his peers were free to 

spend time on the way, experiment with their cycles and watch the world go by. Such joys are 

rarely available to a large section of middle class girls.  
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