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At a time when the employment scene in the country
is under considerable stress, not necessarily all nega-
tive, the need is clearly for positive labour policies

which protect the interests of workers even as they facilitate
enhancement of productive efficiency in industry. Such
optimism in regard to some of the current enthusiasms of the
department of women and the ministry of labour is, however,
evidently unwarranted. The ministry, on the advice of a group
of ministers, has reportedly decided to make legislative
provision for allowing night-shift work by women. But there
is little indication that this major policy decision has been
taken after careful enough consideration and study. Nor
has there been sufficient public debate on the issue. So why
the haste?

At one level, that elements of labour legislation, intended
to be, though far from being actually, protective are being
eroded is part of the push to provide a conducive environment
for industrial growth. The Maharashtra government, for in-
stance, has recently announced that it will suspend some
mandatory clauses in labour legislation in Vidarbha and other
backward areas in an effort to encourage investment and
growth in the region. Gujarat’s labour record in recent times
has been one of utter neglect; and the emergent industrial
‘giants’ in the south all appear to be examining ways and means
of making it possible for industry to lower labour costs in
a range of industries from agro-based products to pharma-
ceuticals and electronics. The particular move to permit
night-shift working by women is the more worrying because
of the conceptual garb in which it is being presented.
Here the contours of state policy on women’s working hours
are being carefully fashioned to appear progressive, as being
part of the overall stated mission to promote women’s
empowerment.

A more direct meshing has been occurring in the ‘new’
sector where teleworking is being promoted with some zest
as the magic wand to ‘free’ women for ‘productive’ work.
So closely is the integration being effected that to oppose or
even to suggest the need for protective measures to be woven
into the promotion of teleworking as a new job/work mode
for women is often seen as being anti progress. And yet
preliminary surveys show that teleworking, if it frees anyone
at all, frees the employer from minimum obligations to
employees. With the geographical spread of workers the
employer has no role in ensuring a safe and healthy work
environment. In an escalating consumerist economy workers
ironically become their own employers, extracting the

maximum from their own labour for the highest returns in
the short term. In some sense this is true of all self-employed
workers, who incidentally constitute the largest chunk of all
women workers all over the world, although in the modern
sector the yields are greater.

But the argument for enhancing and broadening the ambit
of protective legislation in the new economic environment
needs to be made as emphatically as the different ideological
and political threads need to be teased out and understood.
In doing so, the distortions that have occurred in concepts
such as women’s empowerment and women’s development
have to be acknowledged and set right.

There can be no arguing with the effort to expand employ-
ment opportunities for women. Teleworking affords such an
opportunity, even if for a small proportion of educated, middle
class women. Teleworking can be seen as both corporate
employment as well as self-employment. It should then extend
to the workers the advantages of corporate/factory employ-
ment as well as of self-employment. In sum, it is an answer
to the immediate and special gender needs of women – it offers
a regular wage, it allows the woman to care for her home
and children, it eliminates commuting, saving on quality time
as well as wear and tear. But is such a policy conducive, in
its present form, to women’s empowerment is a question that
needs to be debated.

The move of the ministry to extend night-shift to women
is another such fuzzy issue. It is an answer again to the
immediate needs of women by allowing them to access
opportunities that they have been denied so far of earning
better wages and, at higher levels, being able to compete on
an equal footing with men, all of which can be counted as
being among women’s special gender needs. Unfortunately,
there is another side, as bleak as this is bright. Allowing
women on the night-shift is not, it must be pointed out, a
particular Indian move, but echoes what may well be a trend
in many other countries. Even while labour organisations in
some countries are evolving norms and minimum conditions
that should be in place where women are employed, in others
the night-shift has become a contentious issue generating a
growing body of literature. Attempts to introduce night-shift
for women whether in research institutions or manufacturing
units have been opposed by workers on several grounds. The
US Centre for Disease Control together with the NIOSH has
documented the several health problems that result from
night-shift work without adequate precautions in place. Even
with the precautions there are many unanswered questions
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about how night-shift work permanently affects biorhythms.
Such health effects are compounded by jobs requiring eye work.
There are also the social aspects of night-shift – for women, safety
issues, commuting, child care, etc. One thread of discussion
around night-shift is about how some women have shown a
preference for night work which allows them to be home during
the day when they can attend to household chores. Such policy
changes may thus respond to the immediate needs of women
while contributing towards long-term deleterious social, psycho-
logical and physical health consequences.

And then again, given that most women wage-earners in India
are self-employed, changes in labour policy affect only a small
sector. This is the more important issue: that with such dispersed
employment and disguised ‘self-employment’ becoming the
norm, labour policy for women ought to be addressing very
different issues and premising it on the new and more dynamic
concept of wage work. That this is not happening ought to be
of serious concern for labour organisations, the women’s
movement and the community-based NGO sector which is being
persistently wooed by industry and the state to play an inter-
mediary role in the creation of new forms of employment.
Neither the Labour Commission nor the Plan documents nor
even the National Commission on Women appear to be sensitive
to the urgency of redefining the contours and concepts of work.
Women’s empowerment is increasingly becoming a portman-
teau concept which is carrying a lot of unwanted baggage and,
in the process, derailing serious attempts towards women’s
development.


