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THE purpose of this paper is to
examine how working women in the textile
industry experience their lives at work and
at home. Would they prefer to confine
themselves to the role of housewife ? What
role does work play in their lives ? The
findings are based on a participant
observer methodology. The researcher
spent two months working on the
shopfloor with women workers in a textile
mill in Bombay. The findings represent
discussions with 50 women workers
carried out during this period. It was found
that as soon as a pencil and note-book
were produced to write down any
information, the women became
suspicious and all communication
stopped, so this procedure had to be
dropped and the conversations were
recorded at the end of the day. Therefore
it is difficult to support the statements
made with accurate statistical information.
Instead, I have relied more on verbal
descriptions.

The Experience Of Work
Most women had started working due

to economic necessity. Either their
husbands worked at low-paying jobs, or
were unemployed or retrenched, or had
died, or had left their wives, or drunk away
a large portion of their income leaving the
woman to support the family. There were a
few women who had taken up the mill job
because it happened to come their way.
When an old worker retires or dies, his or
her relative is usually offered the job.

The work that women do is relatively
simple. It consists of winding yam from
one type of spindle on to another. The
number of spindles a woman has to tend
depends on the speed of the machine, the
texture of the yarn being spun, the quality
of yarn. It ranges from an absolute
minimum of four, when the yarn quality is
extremely poor so that it breaks frequently
and has to be continually reknotted, to an
average of 15 when the knotting has to be
done manually but not so frequently, to 30
or 40 when there is an automatic system
which does the knotting. Whichever
machine she tends, the woman is rarely
unoccupied at the machine for even three
minutes.
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The effect of technological change on
the work pattern and on the relations
between workers becomes evident when
one compares two different kinds of
machines which were being used in the
wind-ing department. In the older type of
machine, the knotting is a  manual  exercise
done by the woman. In the newer model,
the knotting is done automatically.

The effects of this new machine were
many. The number of operations
performed by women on the new machines
were fewer than on the old ones, and thus
a greater number of the same kind of
actions had to be performed in any one
time period. This made the work more
monotonous and mechanical than it was
on the old machine.

Since the number of operations to be
performed decreased, the number of
spindles under one woman’s supervision
increased. On the old machine, one woman
worked 15 spindles. There were four to five
women within a length of 50 feet, and
counting two machi-nes back to back, this
added up to about 10 women. On the new
machine, the number of spindles increased,
and the woman had to cover a longer
distance to ensure that all the spindles were
full.

It is interesting to note that there was
a significant social consequence of the
new machine. On the old machine, there
was greater possibility of social
intercourse during working hours. The
greater geographical distance between
workers created by the new machines
reduced this possibility. The difference
was quite evident in the differing
atmospheres in the two workshops in

which the two types of machines were
located. In the workshop with the old
machines, there was a much friendlier
atmosphere, the women were often talking
to each other.   In the   workshcp with the
new machines, the women were quieter
and more absorbed their work.   Thus the
effect of the  new   machinery was to  make
the work simpler, involving a reduction  not
an enhancement  of skills required from
the individual worker. Curiously,   though
the   job   had become   simpler,   preference
was given to women with school
education  to work   the   new  machine
Thus all the new   jobs   went   to educated
women   and avenues fcr employment of
uneducated  women became fewer.   This
trend is indicative of an unwarranted
prejudice against the uneducated woman.

The Daily Routine
Work begins at 7 am.   Between  8 and

9 am. the machines are shut off   two at a
time,  releasing abou 20 women for a  10
minute toilet and tea break.The toilet is
about  3 to 4 minutes’ walk away from the
workplace. The women   have barely
enough time   to   go   there have a   wash,
and  return. Lunch break is from 11 to  11.30
am.  The  next break is between 2 and 3   pm
when again the machines are shut off two
at a time for  10 minute each.This means
that the womer stand on their feet for an
average period of 3 to 4 hours without a
break. This causes  great  discomfort,
especially to those  who are pregnant.
There seemed  to  be  a large     number of
miscarriages amongst the factory women.
Every woman who was pregnant while  I
was  working  there,  had   had an
involuntary miscarriage  previously. There
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was   no    arrangement   for giving lighter
work to women during pregnancy.

The rules about specified rest intervals
were strictly enforced. A woman could
leave her machine only during the breaks.
If she went to the toilet at any other time,
she was usually shouted at by the
supervisor. This again was specially
troublesome to the pregnant women.

The badli (temporary) workers are the
most conscientious at the job, taking the
fewest breaks, and avoiding as much as
possible, any conversation with their
neighbours. This is because the badli
workers are employed on a daily basis, and
their getting the job depends on the
immediate supervisor. One way of getting
the job is to please the supervisors by
working hard and constantly. The
permanent workers could afford to take a
break once in a while since the attitude of
the supervisor did not determine their jobs.
However, these women too could be fined,
told to go home for the day, or even be
suspended for a few days. Therefore, the
work-intensity level remained high.

As a general rule, it is not possible to
have more than a couple of minutes’
conversation at a time. There is no place
to sit near the machine. Often, empty boxes
which have been  provided for the spindles
are turned over and women sit on them for
a few minutes’ break. Even if all the
spindles are running, women are not
supposed to sit down. If they are caught
sitting on the spindle boxes, the
supervisors make a cutting remark: “You
are not paid to sit around.” It could also
lead to the woman being fired or told to go
home without her  wage for the day since
she appears to be tired.

The workshops arc dark, dreary places
with only one door to bring light and air
into the room. There are no windows, the
walls are high, dark and gloomy. The
women spend hours staring into blank
ex-panses of dull grey. The air is always
linty. Small pieces of cotton fibre fly
around, getting into the noses, mouths and
onto the clothes of the workers.

The women are provided with aprons
to prevent their saris from getting caught
in the running machines. But there is no

protection to stop the lint and dust from
getting into the respiratory system. The
women are aware that the dusty
atmosphere is bad for health, because
when mothers were asked why they did
not bring their small children to the mill
creche, one of the most commonly cited
reasons was that the atmosphere in the
factory was not suitable for growing
children, that the children got frequent
coughs and colds.

The women were also aware that they
could have been protected by a simple
method. A 45 year old woman worker told
me: “There was a supervisor who had
arranged with the management that each
woman would be given a covering for her
nose, mouth and hair. We got this for some
time. But after some months, that
supervisor lost his job. I suppose the
management thought he was too
concerned about our well-being. When he
was removed, the management stopped
giving us the masks.”

When I asked why the women had not
tried to insist that the management
continue giving the masks, there was a
shrug of the shoulders. However,
subsequent to cne such discussion with a

group of women, one woman began to
bring a nose and mouth mask made of
gauze, which belonged to a nurse friend
of hers. When she started using it, the
women around made fun of her and asked-
“Where do you think you are—in a
factory, or in hospital?” She replied: “It is
my health that is being ruined. Why
should I wait for the management to give
it to me?” The women laughed: “You think
too much of yourself.” The underlying
sentiment was: “If we do not complain,
why is she acting as if she is better than
we are?”

Yet Better Than Home
The women do have a lot to complain

about in the dreary conditions: “I just blank
out my mind and think about various
things, such as what I have to do at home.
I can’t think about anything which requires
concentration. My hands work more or
less automatically. It is as if I am part of the
machine.” Another 45 year old woman who
has worked for 12 years, says: “I have to
be very attentive to make sure that the yarn
is being spun. It is quite a strain on my
eyes to find the broken pieces of yarn and
to tie the knots. So I am attentive but my
mind is not thinking about all this. It is
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thinking of other things, like films. I often
hum or sing to myself so that   the   time
passes fast.”

However, even though the work is
monotonous and dull, women state that
the time passes fast. The most significant
aspect of women’s attitude towards work
is that every one of them always talks about
her experience at work in relationship to
her work at home. This is very different
from the situation and perception of men.
Male workers see the workplace in relation
to leisure. Home is a place where no labour
is undertaken by them.

A 40 year old woman who has been
working for 15 years, says: “Can you
believe I have been doing the same actions
for eight hours every day for 15 years?
But we all devise ways to make the time
pass faster. We tease those who are
working near us, we throw spindles at them
or tickle them. This shocks them out of a
dream-like state and we all have a good
laugh. When I go home in the evening, I
think about all the little things that have
happened during the day and have a good
laugh again. If I stayed at home every day,
there would be none of these distractions
to make the day pass fast. I would miss
work tremendously.”

A 45 year old woman with three children
says: “Time passes so fast here, that I hate
to stay at home, and do so only when I am
very sick. When I am at home there are
hundreds of little things I have to keep
doing. The kids say: ‘Do this, do that, make
this dish for me.’ At home I find it is already
3 pm.and I haven’t eaten or rested or
anything. I don’t know what I have done
all day—all these little bits of work, but I
have not met anyone, I have been alone in
the house. I feel tired and irritated.”

For a man, a holiday  is a day of rest.
For a woman, it is a day of extra housework,
of catching up on all the work she hasn’t
been able to do during the week.

The unhappy family situation of many
of the women makes home an unpleasant
place to be in, and such women see work
as an escape from the world of tensions,
fights and beatings. As Radha, a 36 year
old woman who is routinely beaten by her
husband, says: “I really hate holidays

because I have to stay home and he is
there. He calls me names and often beats
me in front of the neighbours. I wish I could
go to work every day. Work gets me out of
this constant irritation at home.”

Would women leave work if they could?
A 60 year old who has been working

for 35 years, vehemently says: “What
would I do in the house all day? I would
get bored. Here at least I meet friends, many
women, I get to talk, walk home, do
something. I am dreading the day when I
have to retire.”

Thus, though women begin to work
due to economic  necessity, the work
experience begins to mean  something
different to them, in the context of their
lives at home. It is not as if the work  in
itself is emotionally satisfying. In fact, it is
extremely dull and monotonous. But they
begin to enjoy getting out of the confines
of home, having some social interaction.
They also begin to enjoy and value the
small amount of independence that work
brings—the fact that they can leave the
house unaccompanied, chat with friends
during the day and after work, have a cup
of tea with friends. This independence
gives them a more positive image of
themselves.

Majority Are Primary Earners
The “normal” family, which is talked

about in the abstract, is supposed to
consist of a man earning and a woman
staying home with the children. However,
when one talks to the women workers, one
finds that the majority of them are the
primary earners in the family, and often the
sole supporters. Widows, whose husbands
died due to illness or accidents during
work, form a high percentage of the labour
force. There are also many women whose
husbands drink and contribute little to the
family income. Interestingly, I came across
three cases where the man had some
mental problem which prevented him from
keeping a job. There were several cases
where the woman earned more than her
husband did because he was employed in
the unorganized, small sector. There were
also a significant number of women who
had either left husbands because of
maltreatment or had been deserted by their

husbands. This shows that studying  the
family in terms of the conception of a
“normal”, that is, a male-headed family
omits structures wherein women head the
family which are common and accepted by
working class women.

The   prevalent   norm   is that
housework is women’s work, does not
mean that the male will not occasionally
help  out in the housework.   He may  help
bathe the   kids, do the  shopping or clean
up. Yet housework   is   essentially
considered a woman’s responsibility.
Certain jobs  like   cooking are  taboo for a
man.  A 40 year woman who has a  non-
earning husband, says: “I feel  really tired
day because I have to  do most of the
housework   before   going to work, and
after coming back home. My husband  does
not work.He buys the vegetables,  and
once in a while he cuts them.   But  I have
to reach home and do the   cooking. When
I ask him  why he  doesn’t  help more  with
the housework,he  replies: ‘What did I
marry you  for? A man gets married to have
a woman to do the work in the house.”

How do women experience
housework? As an unending  task. A  30
year old woman says: “When I stay home
on holidays, it seems as if the housework
never ends. No matter how much I cook,
clean, repair, there is always some more
that I have to do. I spend most of  the day
in the house, working endllessly.”

The experience of many women is
summed up in the  words  of woman:
“There is  a lot of work in  the house. It
isn’t  as if the women who stay home are
lazy and  not   working.    Firstly,    we   don’t
have any conveniences. I don’t  have any
running   water so I have to  stand in a
queue every morning to fill enough water
for the day.   Then  I have  only  one stove.
So I first cook dal, then vegetable, then
rice,then chapatis.It takes so long. If i had
more stoves, I would be able to do the work
faster.    While food is cooking, I   wash
clothes everyday. We have to really scrub
hard, No fancy soaps  for us.    And also
our clothes get so  much dirtier in the
factory.”

The housework has a way of
expanding to fill whatever time is available.
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A 35 year old thinks: ‘’It’s funny. We do all
this along with working eight hours in the
mill. Maybe our husbands help us more
than the husbands of women who do not
have jobs. I don’t know since we don’t
talk about these things. I think we probably
organize so as to do the same work in less
time.”

They also find housework tiring and
frustrating, especially when there are small
children: “When I come home in the
evening, my three year old child simply
doesn’t leave me alone for a minute. She
clings to my sari, and is perpetually crying
for some attention.”

However, the same woman says that
her husband has been asking her to leave
her job and stay home, since she is
pregnant, and he feels he is earning
enough for the family: “I don’t want to
leave my job. I would find it boring to stay
at home. The children’s whining and crying
all the time gets on my nerves. I feel that
getting out of the house is a big break.”

What about the men doing the
housework?

Such a man would be laughed at by
the community. The neighbours would
joke and sneer: “Why don’t you wear a
sari and bangles, now that you have
become a woman and have taken up
housework?” The fact that housework is
women’s work is not questioned by any of
the women interviewed. The fact that
women go out of the house and work is
not seen as “unnatural.” Working for a
wage is not considered exclusively a
“man’s work” though housework is
“women’s work.” However, there is a ready
acceptance of men cooking, sweeping,
cleaning, outside their homes, as a job, in
restaurants and as domestic servants.

Thus the work is divided on the basis
of sex only in the home. It is in the home
that cooking is women’s work. For a  wage,
it could be men’s work. It is not the nature
of work which determines which sex
performs it. The tasks connected with
housework are not by nature women’s
work but the social relations in the home
determine it as women’s work.

Isolated At Home
The working women interviewed

experience a great deal of isolation in the
community where they live. A young
woman says: “My husband does not allow
me to mix freely with my neighbours at all.
I never go to their house for tea or for
general chatting around. By chance we
may meet outside the house when the
children are playing or when we go for
water or to the latrine. But we do not go
out of our way to meet our neighbours.
My husband is very strict and he insists
that 1 remain in the house when I come
home. This is because there is a lot of
gossipping. In order not to have any
gossip or rumours spreading about me or
my husband, I just stay away from the
other women.”

Inspite of the  stated experience of
isolation,  a  majority  of  textile worker
women relied on and did get a certain
amount of assistance from their
neighbours  especially  in  the crucial area
of  childcare.When children came home

from    school, neighbours kept an eye on
them. A woman  who   maintained   that she
was   prevented   from  mixing  with others,
and felt isolated, simultaneously gave
numerous examples  of help  she got from
her neighbours.

It seems quite possible that the
isolation experienced by the factory
working women was related to the fact that
when they came home they had to do a lot
of house work in a restricted amount of
time. They had to work in a more

concentrated manner, with little time to sit
around and chat with others. The other
women who worked in their own homes
had a much greater opportunity for social
intercourse with each other.

The Two Worlds
However, life as a housewife was rarely

seen as being boring until a woman began
to work outside the home. Thus the
consciousness of a woman regarding her
life is significantly different, depending on
whether or not she has had experience
working outside the home. A 55 year old
widow recollects : “Earlier, the world at
home was the only one that I knew. Each
day passed like every other. I didn’t feel
that I was missing anything. I felt quite
happy. But now, since I have started
working, I don’t feel that Icould  return  to
that    life.    Now when I stay at home, at
the  end  of the day l feel sort  of
disappointed. My  daughter has  been after
me to retire, so that she can take my place

at work. She tells me I have worked too
long and should now stop.  But I want to
continue working as long as the
management allows me. I will feel lonely
sitting atone at home.” Given the fact that
working in the factory means a new type
of social relationship with  women   who
are working only at home,  it  would be
interesting    to     understand     how
women who have  never  worked on a job
outside,   experience   house-work.    Do
they  also see it as tedious ? Would they
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want a break ? Or do   women in the
community form enough social relations
with each other so that housework is not
experienced as tedious and isolating? If
the factory is an escape for a woman from
the world of the home which is full of petty
tensions and tedious work, she would be
under-standably much less demanding of
the work situation, because even in their
own view of themselves women still see
their homes as the centre of their lives and
their outside work as an escape, a flight.
Thus if domestic relations so dominate the
experience of women, organizations which
seek to address themselves to the
problems of women, need to focus their
attention on domestic life. On the other
hand, for men, the workplace is the source
of more tension and home a place of rest.

But housework is only one of the
problems within  the  home.What are the
other  factors   which cause tension ?

Other Family Tensions
The material conditions of domestic

life contribute to the tensions which exist
in the family. Inadequate housing, the
crowding of 10 people in one room, lack of
open space, the daily struggle for survival,
all add to the everyday tensions within
the working class family.

The mother-in-law looms large over the
life of the working class woman. Often,
when there are conflicts between husband
and wife, for example over drinking away
the income or wife-beating, both very
common occurrences in the working class
families in this survey, the mother-in-law
is often seen by the woman as one who
encourages the  son’s nasty behaviour,
and is therefore even more oppressive
than he is.

It is often the mother-in-law who keeps
a strict watch over the woman. A young
widow, when asked if she would remarry,
answered with a vehement “Never”, and
explained: “In my in-laws’ house I had
absolutely no freedom. I was ordered
around all the time. If I didn’t obey the
orders quickly, they would complain to my
husband and he would scold me, beat me.
He wouldn’t listen to what I had to say. He
had to do what his parents said. It was
their house. In my mother’s house, where

I am now living, I have much more freedom.
I’m notgoing to  give  this up  by  getting
married again.”

Since it is more usual for younger
women to be living in extended families,
where the control of the mother-in-law is
more direct, this has a great bearing on
how women experience and perceive other
women. Since women are seen as the direct
oppressors in the family, the idea of uniting
with women over women’s issues appears
quite Utopian to them.

When women workers in the mill were
asked what they expect from a good
husband, the three characteristics most
often stated were “he should not drink, he
should not beat me, he should earn a
regular income.” That is all they expected.
Unfortunately, the women could not think
of many living examples of such “ideal”
husbands. Drinking and wife-beating are
the major and very common problems
women talk about. The fact that marriage
and relations with the husband are seen in
largely negative terms is evident when one
talks to young widows about remarriage.
The vehement “No” is supported by the
explanation: “Only one in a 100 men is
decent. Otherwise, they all drink and beat
up their wives. So why   remarry ?”
However, this does not lead them to
wonder why a woman should marry in the
first place. All the women interviewed still

felt that marriage was essential for a
woman. As if marriage is a matter of
unquestionable natural necessity ; human
choice can come into play only on the
question of remarriage.

Most of the women seemed to accept
men’s drinking as part of “men’s nature.”
Several women pointed out that drinking
and wife-beating are important means for
a man to be socially recognized as a “real
man.”

But they do not always accept
beatings passively. Every woman who told
me of beatings had also at some time, taken
some steps to stop it. Some may have
beaten the man up; some may have called
the police; some may have left the house.
But these measures were not enough to
stop the beatings.

A badli worker recalls : “My husband
works in a job connected with coal and he
earns Rs 20 to 30 a day. He doesn’t work
every day, but only when he needs money.
I think he drinks liquor worth Rs 10 every
day, and he beats me up black and blue.
The neighbouring women never help any
woman who is being beaten. They feel it
is an internal family affair. But if I try
beating my husband in return, they all
interfere. ‘You shouldn’t do that’ they say,
‘A good wife takes everything from her
husband, without , answering back.’ “

Even women who are beaten, reply in
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the negative, when asked if they would
help another woman who was being
beaten. The common answer is : “How do
you know she doesn’t deserve it ? Maybe
she has been acting funny with someone,
maybe she is not looking after the house.”

Thus the women believe that a man
has the right to beat a woman. Though
they know from their own experience that
the beating has no relationship to their
behaviour, they still look with suspicion
at other women who are being beaten.
They do not perceive that beating is a
method of maintaining men’s dominance
over women.

Relations At Work
Inside the factory, too, a woman’s life

is more restricted than a man’s. For
instance, the factory canteen provides hot
meals at a subsidized price, but there was
not a single woman who made use of this
facility. No woman ate at the canteen. All
of them preferred to bring lunch from home.
Even if a woman could not cook in the
morning, she went to the canteen to pick
up some food and ate at the workplace
with her friends. The reasons given for
not using the canteen were :

1. ‘’We have to cook at home for our
children in any case.”

2. “Outside food is not good.
Homecooked food is better.”

3. “There are too many men there. We
get pushed around. They laugh at us, and
there is a lot of teasing. If, inspite of all
this, we go there, the men will think that
we are loose women and like such
treatment. Then we won’t get any
res-pect.”

The canteen has a cleaner atmosphere
and there are tables and benches. But
women eat their meal sitting near their
machines. Often, a blower passes,
cleaning the floor and machines, blowing
link all around. The women can only curse
and try to cover their food. “Don’t you
think the management should give us a
separate lunch place ?” they asked me one
day.

When men get their lunch from home
they generally get out of the shopfloor
and eat in an open place. The women do
not do this. As in society, so inside the

factory, the restriction of space for women
becomes an effective social restriction on
them. As it is, women work only in certain
departments and interact only with women.
Interaction between women from different
sections is also limited, as women choose
to sit by their machines and eat instead of
meeting with other women.

The    small   groups    in    which women
eat are formed  on  various bases :  women
who come from the same village; women
who work on machines next to each  other;
relatives.    In  two cases I found  that
women who were  otherwise friends and
worked close together,  did not eat
together.    When  I enquired the reason,
one woman was evasive but the other said
pointblank :   “I am a mahar (dalit).
Whenever we sit together  the  other
women offer us their food.    But  they do
not touch anything that we offer.    They
make excuses. Once or twice they have
eaten,  slightly turning  their   faces away,
as if to shield  the food from us. Why
should we eat with them ?” This   caste
feeling   does    not exist in  all women.
Even  in    the group to which  the  mahar
woman belonged,   there   were   two   “high
caste”   women   who ate with   the dalit
women and  shared  the food. The fact
that the social relations that   a   woman
develops    in    the factories    are    restricted,
though larger than  the ones she forms  in
the  residential community,    means that
her   attitudes   towards   other women
have only slightly changed. The   women’s
social training   and the manner in  which
women perce-ive each other,  prevent  them
from uniting for common  action.    This is
illustrated   in   the  way women behave
towards   the  male    supervisors on the
shopfloor.

The women workers themselves say
that their behaviour with the supervisors
is much more timid than that of men. The
moment a supervisor enters, there is an
imme-diate silence, an atmosphere of fear.
If a supervisor finds something amiss, he
shouts at the woman as if she is a small
child. The women take the firing silently
and do not dare to talk back. One of them
told me : “That supervisor never dares to
treat the male workers in this way. Some

months ago, this supervisor was working
in the even-ing shift, where there are male
workers doing the same jobs that we do.
He apparently shouted at them too much
and threatened to fine many of them. After
work the workers surrounded the
supervisor and beat him so badly that he
had to be hospitalized. But we women dont
do anything like that We take it meekly.
Even if we have not done anything wrong,
we don’t answer back. I suppose we are
used to being shouted at.”

When she talks about the   men’s action
against the supervisor,   there is a gleam in
her eyes, an excitement. When she
mentions the women’s response, she is
sad. She has a points women are used to
being shouted at. The consciousness of a
woman does not spring solely from the
workplace but from the entire process of
social training, starting with her position
m the family

The supervisors agree that the women
workers give much less trouble than the
male workers, their attendance is more
regular, absenteeism after payday is much
less amongst men is high. Men often come
drunk to work.

A Common Prejudice
I was not able to get the records of

productivity  to compare the outputs of
male and female workers. But the
conceptions different people have of the
comparative outputof female and male
labourers is quite revealing. Despite the
fact thatthe supervisors maintained
thatfemale workers gave Jess trouble than
men they simultaneously  maintained that
the men are more productive, their work is
better and they work with greater
concentration.

On the other hand, women workers
maintained that the men workers who
worked the shift after them and who took
over the machines from the women,
complained to the women that they  worked
too hard and were pushing up the average
output. A woman  told  me:   ‘The men  keep
asking  why   we   work so hard, ourselves?
I think   they produce less than we do and
areconstantly bei ng told that the women
on the first shift produce more.

The     supervisors’   attitude     to
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women sprang from the socially prevelant
notion that women being the weaker sex,
are necessarily less productive. Thus, in
the evening shift, a common way of
insulting a male worker is to tell him : “Hey,
you are working really slowly. Why don’t
you come in a sari and bangles tomorrow
?” Men are expected to prove their
“manhood” by working harder than
women do. Women are constantly being
told by the supervisors that they are
weaker, their work is inferior to that of the
male workers. This further strengthens the
feeling of inferiority in women.

The interviews suggest that there is a
great deal of mistrust amongst women.
Once, on an experimental basis, the
management promoted one of the women
workers in a department to supervise the
work of other women. She resigned in two
months and went back to working on the
machines : “The women workers began
saying such nasty things about me. They
said I thought too much of myself, that I
had never worked well. I could not
continue to work as a supervisor in such
an atmosphere, so I quit being a
supervisor.”

This indicates that women are
extremely suspicious of each other. The
socially prevalent values and ways of
looking at women have been internalized
by the women. Trapped within these norms
and prejudices against women, a woman
is unable to extend sympathy to other
women. Instead, she uses the patriarchal
values of the existing society to isolate
other women. The vicious circle is thus
perpetuated.

Asked if there are sexual bribes existing
in the factory, if women have to have sex
with supervisors or others in order to
maintain their jobs or to get work, the
categorical answer from all the 50 women
was in the negative. But there were always
allegations being made about a certain
woman having sex with this or that
supervisor. A woman who got extra days
of work was immediately accused of
having relations with the supervisor.
Another woman who was noticeably poor
when she started working but started
dressing well after some time, was similarly

accused of being a loose woman. The
prevalence of such rumours suggests that
such relations do exist, in some Cases.

But how do the women perceive this ?
This is what I was told: “What is a man
after ? If a woman is weak and willing to
satisfy the desires of a man, she will go
ahead. She doesn’t have to.  A  woman
who has no moral scruples and is willing
to do anything for some good things in
life, does so out of her own choice.”

A woman who is believed to be having
relations with the supervisor, is seen as
doing so from free choice and not under
any pressure. Whereas there may well be
some cases of this kind, it is significant
that none of the women spoken to had
even considered the possibility that sex is
used by men in authority as a means of
compulsion or as a bribe. A woman
desperate for a job may be forced to
concede the sexual relationship for that
reason. But the entire blame is put on the
woman : “She is loose.” No blame is put
on the social system or on the man who,
by virtue of his position of authority to
give or not to give a job, demands a “price”
for the “favour” he does the woman. There
is no sympathy for the situation of the
woman who may be burdened with the
responsibility of supporting several
children.

In so far as the women keep saying
that men cannot be trusted, they are

implicitly conceding tnat the sexual
harassment of women occurs Without their
asking for it.  When they were asked, for
example, why they are not allowed to work
the evening and night shifts, the universal
answer was that there is sexual harassment
and the fear of rape. This clearly shows
that women have not begun to draw general
conclusions about the nature of man-
woman relationships out of their own
concrete experiences.

Every woman is questioning and
looking at every other woman, not through
her own experience of being a woman, but
through the eyes of a man, of society.
What would a man, what would society
think of such a woman—is she moral, is
she a good wife, and so on.

Each woman thinks that men cannot
be trusted, that is why she should not
move around at night. When thinking of
the issue of sexual harassment on the
streets, they think that woman are innocent
and men in general are the offenders.
However, when rumours circulate about
another woman they know, her character
is immediately in doubt. The man is not
held guilty. It is obvious that seeing other
women in this manner hinders the
developing of any empathy and solidarity
amongst women. It is still difficult for
women to unite on their own issues, even
though most of them experience the same
problems.                                      
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