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ABSTRACT 

Evolution is a natural phenomenon, but what happens when the social structure builds 

itself in such a way which is discriminatory for almost half the population of the society? 

Often the primary barriers that women face are socio-economic, legal and cultural in 

nature. From ages, women have been assigned a subordinate status coupled with inferior 

roles in the society, prohibiting and restricting their right to equality and choice. What is 

absent from the society, is “inclusivity”, inclusivity for women in the society which is 

predominantly male and where women are regarded as the 2nd gender.  

Angelica Fuentis, a Mexican entrepreneur and philanthropist, and above all a woman, said 

“Gender parity is not just good for women - it is good for the society”. 

In a developing country like India, we see an annual increase in violence against women, 

female foeticide, infanticide, son-preference, and dowry harassment, all of which is still 

rampant in the rurals. The societal institutions have emerged and evolved in a way, which 

inherently places women in a vulnerable position, exposing them to exploitation and even 

if women manage to overcome these barriers, their work and contribution in the society is 

constantly unrecognised and undervalued. For the sake of development, the human rights 

of women have to be unleashed and their constant violation at every social junction has to 

be mitigated. There is a need of a society which not only believes in equality between men 

and women, but also in an environment where women can break off their shackels of social 

perceptions and live freely. Only then can we envision growth.  

Keywords: Women, Human rights, Society, Exploitation, Vulnerable, Equality, 

Unrecognised, Undervalued, Gender discrimination. 

 

Exploitation has always been a part of our society. One of the oldest theories conceptualizing 

class exploitation was propounded by Karl Marx who in the early 19th Century held that 

workers in the capitalist society are exploited and are forced to sell their labour. Over time, 

through societal evolution, these classes have been able to escape this oppression, except for 

one class, which due to the patriarchal nature of the society, has always been in a vulnerable 
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position, the women. Humans are defined by their boundaries, and these boundaries are further 

limited in the case of women who are restricted by various religious, cultural and even social 

guidelines which are set by the males surrounding them. The result is social inequality and 

gender injustice. This is evident from the prevalence of extremely discriminatory social 

practices such as Female Genital Mutilation (FGM), sometimes also referred to as “Female 

Genital Cutting”. FGM involves the partial or total removal of external female genitalia or 

other injuries to the female genital organs for non-medical reasons, one of the most common 

reason being preserving the female’s virginity, which is considered to be a symbol of their 

purity3. FGM is not only internationally recognized as a violation of the human rights of girls 

and women, but also reflects deep-rooted inequality between the sexes. The practice violates a 

person's rights to health; security and physical integrity; the right to be free from torture and 

cruel, inhuman or degrading treatment; and even the right to life when the procedure results in 

death4. 

The United Nations Report from 2002 underscores the key disadvantage of the women, 

stating: “The economic, social, political, legal and cultural structures that perpetuate gender 

inequality are still in place throughout the world, and in no nation do women have complete 

equality within these structures to participate as fully as men.”5 Poverty is linked to poor health 

and low social status in the hierarchy of the society. The social and economic developments go 

hand in hand and any upliftment of the social status of women will have to be preceded by the 

women climbing the economic ladder first. 

However, the truth of the age is that women are constantly underpaid and their contribution to 

society and its economy is, as a matter of fact, undervalued and unrecognised. The contribution 

of women in the economic progress of a country is ignored and they are forced to continue with 

their low social status.  

More than one-third of the world’s households are solely and completely dependent on women 

for their income and necessities6. Moreover, it is estimated that women perform 66% of the 

world’s work, yet, women earn just 10% of the world’s income, and own a mere 1% of its 

property7. So why are the efforts of women not apparent but hidden? Why do women not get 

                                                      
3Female Genital Mutilation, WHO, 3rd Feb. , 2020. 

https://www.who.int/news-room/fact-sheets/detail/female-genital-mutilation.  
4Female Genital Mutilation/Cutting: A Global Concern, UNICEF, New York, 2016. 

https://www.unicef.org/media/files/FGMC_2016_brochure_final_UNICEF_SPREAD.pdf. 
5United Nations Report 2002: Women, Peace and Security, UN (2002). 

https://www.un.org/ruleoflaw/files/womenpeaceandsecurity.pdf. 
6Sleightholme, et al., Sinha, Two Halves Make a Whole: Balancing Gender Relations in Development, The 

Canadian Council for International Cooperation, p.3, (1991). 
7Progress of the World’s Women, UN Women, Chapter 2, p. 71 and Chapter 3, p. 147, (2015-2016). 
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rewarded for their hard work? The root cause of the problem lies in how the term “work” is 

measured.  Most of the women’s work is domestic work, carried within their households and 

is not considered as “wage work”. The domestic help that women provide is expected to be 

carried out for free and they are often coerced into doing it. 

If such domestic work is made a part of the economic progress of a country, the world economy 

would increase by about 12 trillion dollars8. Moreover, since women represent half of the 

society, it is inherently dangerous to handicap and marginalise such a big social group by not 

letting them contribute to the society and its economy. Though these works, along with the 

women who perform them, are overlooked, advancing women’s equality is essential for 

furthering the objective of global growth and sustainable development. Not being able to climb 

the economic ladder, the social status of women remains low and the social construct turns into 

a vicious cycle of poverty in which women are trapped, unable to escape.  

In a framework like this, one would assume that the domestic labour and help, of the section 

of women who do get reimbursed for jobs such as cleaning someone’s house, or babysitting, 

etc. should be recognised and duly considered in the official statistics and the women should 

be given their well-deserved perks for the same. However, much to the contrary, it is excluded. 

One may question, why? The reason being, it is considered under the “Informal Sector” and is 

excluded from consideration in official statistics as it often takes place ‘under-the-table’.9 

These appointments provide neither job-security nor benefits, and since the majority of such 

workers are females, as also reported by the International Labour Organisation, (ILO) in 

January 2019, it leaves them in an awkward position with neither work-benefits nor 

opportunities of economic advancement. 

The report of the ILO released in January 2019, further stated that “In developing countries, 

the percentage of women workers who are informally employed (92%) is substantially higher 

than the percentage of men workers (87%). Further, in the majority of countries (56%), the 

percentage of women workers in informal employment exceeds the percentage of men 

workers.”10 

                                                      
8Jonathan Woetzel, et al., Anu Madgavkar, et al., Kweilin Ellingrud, et al., Eric Labaye, et al., Sandrine Devillard, 

et al., Eric Kutcher, et al., James Manyika, et al., Richard Dobbs, et al.,Mekala Krishnan, How advancing women’s 

equality can add $12 trillion to global growth, McKinsey and Company, (1st Sep., 2015). 

< https://www.mckinsey.com/featured-insights/employment-and-growth/how-advancing-womens-equality-can-

add-12-trillion-to-global-growth# > 
9Florence Bonnet, et al., Joann Vanek, et al., Martha Chen, Women and Men in the Informal Economy: A Statistical 

Brief, WIEGO, p. 05, (Jan., 2019). 
10World Employment and Social Outlook – Trends 2019, International Labour Organisation (ILO), (2019).  

<https://www.ilo.org/wcmsp5/groups/public/---dgreports/---dcomm/---

publ/documents/publication/wcms_670542.pdf > 
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This non-recognition of the informal sector has two principal effects at a local and global level. 

From a local standpoint, the lack of official recognition of the sector exempts it from various 

labour and health standards, thereby making it susceptible to unsafe work conditions. On the 

other hand, from a global outlook, it merely adds on to the marginalisation of women by simply 

overlooking the women and their contribution to the global economy.11 

Thus, since a major proportion of the female population is either engaged in unpaid domestic 

labour or the informal sector, this leaves only a small portion of the female population to 

become a part of the formal sector employment. This inherent bias towards women results in 

the formal sector employment to be largely male-dominated, thereby, eliminating a significant 

section of females from various community welfare programmes and other such perks since 

they are computed based on paid labour. This has not only resulted in an ever-widening gap 

between women and men but has also led to women being caught in the never-ending vicious 

cycle of poverty, a phenomenon popularly referred to as the ‘feminisation of poverty’.12 

The Indian society is shaped and structured in such a manner that it is almost considered to be 

obvious that women are responsible for not only looking after the household but also 

performing all the domestic affairs which come along with it. Moreover, to mitigate the 

hardships, women are also allured towards the informal sector due to the prevailing flexibilities 

in the same, such as fluid timings, being able to take their children to their work, etc. 

Additionally, to make things more strenuous, they also need to combat various external factors 

such as gender discrimination in an attempt to improve their economic position, sometimes 

even at the cost of their health. 

It is in this never-ending race of providing for the well-being of their dependents that women 

are deprived access to various crucial resources at numerous stages, be it when it comes taking 

credit, gaining education or even utilising various support services. 

The Human Development Report of 1995, formulated by the United Nations Development 

Programme (UNDP), one of the foremost intercontinental analysis of the women’s work as 

well as time spent on labour, stated that “of men’s total work time in industrial countries, about 

two-thirds is spent on paid activities and one-third on unpaid activities. For women, these 

shares are reversed.” 13 The Report further stated that this gap was greater in poorer and 

                                                      
11UN Women, United Nations Development Fund for Women (UNIFEM), 2010. 
12The Feminisation of Poverty, WOMEN 2000: Gender Equality, Development and Peace for the Twenty-first 

Century, United Nations Entity for Gender Equality and the Empowerment of Women, Fact Sheet No.1, New 

York, (5th June  – 9th June, 2000). 

< https://www.un.org/womenwatch/daw/followup/session/presskit/fs1.htm > 
13 Human Development Report 1995: Gender and Human Development, UNDP, 1995.       

< http://www.hdr.undp.org/en/content/human-development-report-1995 > 
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developing nations and continued as “So, men receive the lion’s share of income and 

recognition for their economic contribution—while most of a women’s work remains unpaid, 

unrecognized, and undervalued.”In brief, “Women’s work is greatly undervalued in economic 

terms.”14 

It can thus be concluded that the bulk of women labour goes unnoticed and unrewarded. Their 

medical and nutritional needs are not given enough weightage, their access to various resources 

which may be considered quintessential for survival such as education; social security services; 

community welfare plans; etc. are not given enough priority. Thus, caught in the indefinite 

cycle of poverty and various other limitations, they can barely do enough to change their 

pitiable situation. In the modern world, where the Stone Age ideologies of men being more 

competent and distinguished than women are being discarded and done away with, where 

woman are being given their well-deserved position in society, the recorded economic impact 

will be less severe and harsh than the crippling effects which the women have to face simply 

because the way “work” and “labour” is measured in today’s economy. Consequently, if a 

more accurate method of measurement is applied in calculating the official labour statistics of 

the economy, it will not only aid in creating a shift in the valuation of the labour put in by the 

women in the economy (both unpaid and in the informal sector) in the official circles, but will 

also grant women access to various resources which were previously beyond their reach. 

Society in its status quo, must evolve and such developments have to be made in order to 

envision equality and equal opportunities for both men and women alike. It is only after 

granting women their human rights can the process of growth be initiated with maximum 

efficiency towards a more inclusive society.  

***** 

                                                      
14Ibid. 


