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Recognising the ‘compulsory’ woman worker 

• The Centre for Monitoring Indian Economy (CMIE) reported that the labour 

participation rate of rural women was 9.92% in March 2022 compared to 67.24% for 

men. This is a cause for concern.  

• According to CMIE, millions who left the labour market stopped looking for 

employment “possibly [because they were] too disappointed with their failure to get a 

job and under the belief that there were no jobs available”.  

• In countries like the U.S., Canada and Australia, such workers who are willing to work 

but give up searching for work for various reasons are called ‘discouraged workers’ and 

they are included in the unemployed category.  

• This phenomenon, not captured in India by any official labour force surveys, is wrongly 

described as women “dropping out” or “leaving the labour market” giving the 

impression that this was a choice made by them, whereas, actually, women are pushed 

out of employment.  

• The CMIE provides valuable inputs for urgently required government intervention in 

rural India. 

• Ground-level realities are worse than what the CMIE suggests and what the government 

denies. Women who belong to landless households or with meagre landholdings cannot 

afford the luxury of being “discouraged.” These are the “compulsory” workers. 

The depths of distress 

• Going by the anecdotal evidence of women at an MGNREGA site, an individual woman 

in the course of a year is an MGNREGA worker, an agricultural worker, a construction 

worker, a migrant worker, a self-employed street vendor, a tailor, an odd job domestic 

worker, and a home-maker doing multiple domestic chores. The ‘compulsory’ woman 

worker’s work never ends.  

• On top of it, the high prices of essential commodities have led to a huge cut in women’s 

consumption of vegetables and pulses.  

• The 10 kg of grain per head from the Central and State governments’ free foodgrains 

programme is of great help and but beneficiaries are afraid it would end.  

• The deprivation of nourishment that women face due to high prices and low incomes is 

another dimension of the ‘compulsory’ woman worker’s life. 

• The majority of women are also trapped in debt.  
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The invisibility of women’s work can be addressed through time-use surveys. The village-

level time use surveys done by the Foundation for Agrarian Studies, for instance, revealed 

the extent of women’s work. In fact, widespread surveys of poor rural women and how 

they spend their time are an urgent necessity. The ‘compulsory’ woman worker must be 

recognised and protected by laws and policies that address her issues, while India 

celebrates the 75th year of Independence. 

 


