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INFORMATION about the life conditions of women,
particularly about their working conditions, is not readily
available. From time immemorial, women have worked shoulder
to shoulder with men, but their labour has gone largely
unrecognized and unacknowledged.

The problems of Indian working class women have
remained unvoiced, undocumented. The existing literature
provides information mainly about upper class and middle
class women. This report attempts to shed light on the working
conditions of women in the industrial sector. It is based on a
survey conducted in two State-owned factories in Kanpur.
WHERE  LAW MAKERS  ARE  LAW  BREAKERS

The factories surveyed, employ women to prepare uniforms
for policemen. The women are paid according to the number of
finished pieces they produce. Their work involves not only
stitching the clothes, but also first cutting them according to
specified measurements, preparing buttonholes and checking
the finished products.

This work falls into the category of “skilled labour”. But
the women have always been treated as unskilled labour. In
fact, they are paid even less than the minimum wage which an
unskilled labourer should receive. They are paid 42 paise for
stitching one shirt or one pair of pants, and Rs. 2 for stitching
an overcoat. Even if they are continuously supplied with cloth,
which is not always the case, they can stitch, at the most, four
or five shirts or pants or one overcoat in a day. Thus they get
Rs. 2 for a whole day’s labour. Their monthly income is never
more than Rs. 50, which is far below the Government-prescribed
minimum wage for unskilled labour, leave alone that for skilled
labour, to which they are entitled.
YOU CAN’T BE PREGNANT

The women do not get any kind of allowance – neither
dearness allowance, house rent allowance, nor bonus. They
do not get any increments or any leave. Since neither casual
leave nor sick leave is granted, the question of maternity leave
does not arise. Whenever they are absent from work, their
wages are cut.
PERMANENTLY  TEMPORARY

None of the women in these factories are employed on a

permanent basis. They work for years on a daily basis and are
paid a piece-wage. Some of them have been working for the
last ten to fifteen years on the same terms, but do not have the
status of permanent employees. The employer can, at any time,
throw them out without notice and without assigning any
reason. Many women labourers have been dismissed in this
fashion – without warning and without cause.

The statistics till date do not show even one instance of a
woman labourer being promoted. This is because, according
to government regulations, only those holding permanent
posts are entitled to promotion. Since all the women are
employed on a temporary basis, and kept ‘temporary” for years,
they are automatically disqualified for promotion.
NO  TAP, NO  TOILET

The workplace also bears witness to the blatant injustice
being perpetrated by the management. The first fact that came
to our notice was the absence of electric lighting or fans in the
assembly lines. In the blazing heat of Kanpur summers, the
women have to work without fans. Their seats are ordinary
stools, without backrests. Stooping over their works in such
bad light is ruinous to their health and eyesight. After a whole
day’s work, the women often suffer from spells of giddiness,

SURVEY  REPORT

FACTORIES or
Concentration
Camps?



46     MANUSHI

but there is no provision for medication or for them to lie down
for a few minutes. There is no tap to provide drinking water
and not even the “facility” of a toilet in these factories. As a
result, many of the women suffer from bladder trouble.

While talking of the workplace, some of the women said,
“We are not considered human beings by the management.
They treat us worse than animals. So what is the use of thinking
about ‘facilities’?”
WE  CAN’T  EVEN  GET  TOGETHER

The women told us that whenever they have attempted to
raise their voices against these unbearable working conditions,
or have demanded certain minimum facilities in their assembly
lines, the management has adopted policies calculated to crush
them. This is done either through divisive tactics or with the
help of the police.

In 1970-71, the women attempted to organize themselves
in a union and struggle for their rights. But the management
would not acknowledge their right to form a union. The women
who were most active in trying to organize themselves were
immediately fired. This spread terror among all the other women.
Today, most of them are so scared of being thrown out that
they avoid talking about it. In the factory, they are afraid of
even discussing workers’ movements occurring outside.

It is commonly thought that condition in State owned
enterprises are slightly better than conditions in private
enterprises. But, in reality, women are being equally exploited
in both kinds of factories. The inhuman conditions under which
they are made to work are today acting as a deterrent to
women’s employment. Only those who are in desperate need
of employment and are unable to obtain it elsewhere, come to
these factories. Many are old, sick or widowed, and afraid of
losing their meagre wage. This fear is utilized by the
management to keep them submissive.

The Government of India has recently amended the labour
laws to improve the working conditions of women, but these
have remained paper reforms. Change will only come when
women organize themselves and struggle together. This is how
one factory worker once described her feelings as she left the
factory each evening and watched the women streaming out :
“I took around at them, knowing in my own sore muscles that
they have just finished eight hours of being pounded down
physically and psychologically, seeing them all rush out now
to do the next job at home… talking and laughing… young
and old… So beautiful and so strong – if only all of them
would look around at each other and see that power.”

- Raka Sharan


