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Abstract

The construction sector is one of the largest employers of women
next to agriculture in India. This article analyses the data from a large
sample of men and women construction workers, and proposes ways to
empower women workers. Most of them are very poor and destitute,
face harassment at both home and workplace and do the heaviest work.
This study suggests training for women as masons to equalise their
opportunities.
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Introduction

In India, about 350—400 million people live in absolute poverty with a
per capita annual income equivalent to US$ 275; of these, a majority are
women (Nandal, 2005). Most poor women need to work but according to
the Census of India 2001, the total labour force is 402.5 million of which
only 32 per cent (127 million) are women. The labour force participation
rate of women is lower in India when compared to other East Asian,
South-East Asian and developed economies (ILO, 2005). The Census of
India 2001 reports that the female work participation rate in India is
25.7 per cent for women as against 51.9 per cent for men, exposing a
large gender gap. The female work participation rate for Tamil Nadu, the
state in which this study was carried out, was 58.96 per cent for men and
31.32 per cent for women. This is slightly better than the national level.
The construction sector is one of the largest employers in India as
elsewhere in the world. In 1999-2000, there were 17.62 million workers
in this sector, a rise of 6 million workers over 1993-94 (Government of
India [hereafter GOI], 2002). The sector recorded the highest growth rate
in the last two decades, doubling its share in total employment and played
a major role in the healthy growth of the economy, where more than
95 per cent of workers are seasonal and temporary. Although construction
is considered to be one of the principal industries in the country, the work-
ers remain unskilled, exploited and discriminated against (Mathew, 2005).
Next to agriculture, this sector draws in the largest number of women.
More than 50 per cent of the 31 million construction workers are women
(GOI, 2008, p. 189) who work in exploitative conditions, their po-
tential not fully utilised (ILO, 2001b). They are appointed as casual
workers on a temporary basis and are paid lower wages. In some indus-
tries, women are employed for semi-skilled or skilled jobs and have pro-
spects of promotion. But here, women workers are not allowed to acquire
skills. Hence women begin their lives at the lower rung of the job hier-
archy and remain there till the end of their lives (John and Sharma, 1997).
They can never aspire to be painters, masons, carpenters, supervisors or
contractors. They are forced to carry out hard menial physical labour for
long hours underunsafe and inhumane working conditions. Empowerment
of these women is the need of the hour. This study aims to determine the
factors that contribute to the gender discrimination and exploitation of
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women in this sector and suggest ways to empower them and improve
their working conditions.

Discrimination implies treating one or more members of a specified
group unfairly when compared to others. Article 1(1a) of the Discrimination
(Employment and Occupation) Convention, 1958 defines discrimination
as ‘any distinction, exclusion or preference made on the basis of race,
colour, sex, religion, political opinion, national extraction or social origin,
which has the effect of nullifying or impairing equality of opportunity
treatment in employment or occupation’ (ILO, 2003, p. 16).

Methodology

In 2008 the study was undertaken in Tiruchirapalli (commonly known as
Trichy) which is the fourth largest city of the Indian state of Tamil Nadu
(after Chennai, Coimbatore and Madurai). Situated in the centre of
the state on the banks of the River Cauvery, Trichy is a corporation and
the administrative headquarters of Tiruchirapalli district. According to the
Census of India 2001, Trichy had a population of 2,418,366. Males con-
stituted 49.97 per cent of the population and females 50.03 per cent. The
total number of workers was 1,064,521 of whom 687,814 were male
workers (64.6 per cent) and 376,707 were female (35.4 per cent). Tamil
is the official language of Tamil Nadu.

The main data collection instrument used was an interview schedule,
pre-tested with 70 respondents to ensure reliability and validity. The con-
tent validity of the questionnaire was then tested by a panel of experts.
The primary data was collected with the help of two interview schedules,
one prepared for 440 women and the other for the same number of men.
They were interviewed in the local language (Tamil) and their responses
noted.

Profile of the Workers

Table 1 summarises the following facts. Most of the women workers
were between 25 and 40 years of age; only a few worked after the age of
45. As the work is hard, there are fewer women over the age of 40.
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There were also more widows (14.8 per cent) and divorced women
(4.5 per cent) than widowed and divorced men (only 0.2 per cent). Nearly
one out of three women (35.9 per cent) in construction was the only
earning member in the family.

The lowest castes in India are the Scheduled Castes (SCs) who are
treated as untouchables in rural areas even now although untouchability
is a crime in law (Borooah, 2005; Srinivas, 1962). They are not treated
on par with the higher castes and are isolated. There are also others who
belong to Most Backward Castes (MBCs) and Backward Castes (BCs).
Their status in society is higher than that of the SCs but they too are not
well accepted by the higher castes. These lower castes live below the
poverty line and most often fill the construction sector.

As per the Census 2001, the number of SC men (16.4 per cent) is
equal to the number of SC women in Trichy (16.7 per cent) but more
women (41.4 per cent) than men (9 per cent) from this caste work as
labourers in this sector. More than half of the workers are from the back-
ward castes and very few from higher castes. This is consistent with the
conclusion of Madhok (2005) who found that the majority of construction
workers come from the SCs and OBCs.

Table 1 shows that nearly three out of four women were forced to enter
construction work because of poverty and unemployment. More than
half of the women were engaged in construction work (56.6 per cent)
due to poverty compared to men (10.7 per cent). Though Trichy has a
female literacy rate of 88.73 per cent, more than half (51.1 per cent) of
the women construction workers were illiterate. The majority of the men
in the sample were literate. Only 14.5 per cent of men were uneducated.
Nearly 30 per cent had completed high school. There were even a few
undergraduates and post-graduates among them. Educated men enter
this sector because men are paid quite well and have work opportunities
with higher wages. Men can rise to the position of mason and even
become a contractor.

More than half the workers live in rural areas and work in the urban
areas. More men workers (59.8 per cent) were migrants from other places,
when compared to women (35.5 per cent). Unemployed men move more
easily from rural to urban centres like Tiruchirapalli for employment.
More than half the women (56.6 per cent) preferred to work near their
home (within 5 kms), when compared to men. Both men and women pre-
ferred to walk or take a bus to work.

Indian Journal of Gender Studies, 18, 2 (2011): 217-235
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Working Conditions

Table 2 shows that nearly 10 per cent of women workers did not have
safe drinking water, that more than half of the women worked without
toilet facilities, three out of four women worked without a canteen nearby
and two out of three women could not access first aid at the workplace.
Only a few women left their children in créches, the majority of them
leaving them with relatives. Even though these facilities are a necessity
by legislation, they are not provided in all workplaces. This is consistent
with the ILO (2001a) report that in most countries there was no provision
of facilities that women desperately need at worksites.

Women are generally harassed and discriminated against on worksites
in unorganised sectors. Table 3 shows that 45.7 per cent of women and
nearly 25 per cent of men said that there is verbal abuse of women

Table 2. Facilities for Women Construction Workers

Facility Details by Women

Construction Workers n (Total = 440) Percentage of n,
DRINKING  Yes 400 90.9
WATER No 40 9.1
TOILET Yes 214 48.6
No 226 514
CANTEEN  Yes 108 24.5
No 332 75.5
FIRST AID Yes 148 336
No 292 66.4
CHILDCARE Govt. Créche(Balvadi) 32 7.3
Relatives/wife/parent 9 20
Taken to workplace 4 0.9
Neighbours 148 33.6
Goes to school 69 15.7
Grown up 167 38.0
Unmarried/No children 167 38.0

Source: Authors’ own data.
Note: n - Number of women construction workers.
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at work. Some women and men agreed that there is eve teasing at work
and that regular employment was denied to women. More men than
women said that women were criticised at the workplace. A minority of
men and women agreed that women are sexually harassed at the
workplace. More women (22.7 per cent) reported that the contractors
were arrogant and abusive. Women complained that they faced harass-
ment but were scared of admitting what type of harassment they
suffered—obviously worse than verbal abuse. This is consistent with
Haripriya’s (2000) study in Kerala (India) which reported that women
construction workers are exposed to various types of violence from
co-workers and contractors.

Wages and Work

There is severe wage discrimination. More women (14.1 per cent) than
men (5.5. per cent) got daily wages which shows that women are hired
on a daily basis. More women (11.8 per cent) paid commission out of
their wages to masons or contractors than men and paid higher amounts
than men.

According to the Wage Cell (2010), the minimum wages for an un-
skilled construction worker in Tamil Nadu is ¥ 180 (The Gazette of India,
2008) but more than 90 per cent of women received wages below the
minimum wage. This is supported by various empirical studies in India
in the last century that have shown that the wages of women workers in
the construction industry have been significantly below the minimum
wage (Anand, 1998; Cherian and Prasad, 1995; Sinha and Ranade, 1975).
The family income of women is much less than men’s. No man received
less than ¥ 70 per day as wages, while 6.4 per cent of women received
less than that. No woman received more than ¥ 150 per day whereas
more than half (55.5 per cent) of the men earned more than that amount.
The wages of women ranged from ¥51 to I150. The wages of men
ranged from ¥ 71 to more than ¥250. The average wage for women was
only ¥92 whereas the average wage for men was I170. Men on an aver-
age get nearly twice the wages of women. Thus, women do most of the
hard work in construction but are denied the right to an equal wage.

Indian Journal of Gender Studies, 18, 2 (2011): 217-235
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The only reason that men are paid more is that men are in a position to
demand more wages whereas women have no say in wage fixation. Men
are assigned skilled work which fetches higher wages whereas women
are restricted to unskilled head loading and menial jobs; moreover
men are paid more for the same type of work carried out by women.

Women and men get regular employment but the number of days that
women work is less than men’s working days. Table 4 shows that only
58.4 per cent of women got work for 21 to 25 days in a month and more
women got work for less than 20 days because women are preferred for
shorter spells of work. Despite the injustices, women choose to work in
construction mainly because it pays more than domestic service or
agricultural work.

Opportunities for Promotion

Construction is a sector where people joining in the lowest cadre can be
promoted and reach the top level, but as mentioned before women are
denied such opportunities (Table 5). Women prefer to work in projects
under the same contractor. They also prefer to be on contract in projects
rather than be engaged on a daily basis. Nearly half of the women had
less than five years’ experience. As the number of years of experience
increases, the number of women workers decreases. Many men had
working experience of more than 10 years when compared to women;
only a few women lasted as long as 25 years in the sector—women
workers find it difficult to continue the hard work after 40 years of age.
All the 440 women interviewed in this research study were working
at the same job they had held from the start, whereas men had progressed
better. Women have only one designation: chithal (one who is small).
Women enter as chithal and retire as chithal. Women’s work status re-
mains unchanged (Habitat, 1997).! Men have many job titles like center-
ing labourers, periyal (one who is big), manvettial (one who digs),
masons and contractors. Women workers serve and assist skilled male
workers by carrying stones, bricks and mortar. This is very heavy work
and requires more physical strength than masonry. Work differentiation
isbased on what is considered appropriate for each sex, not on capabilities/
physical capacities. So women do not outgrow their positions and never

Indian Journal of Gender Studies, 18, 2 (2011): 217-235

Downloaded from ijg.sagepub.com at STELLA MARIS COLG on July 4, 2013


http://ijg.sagepub.com/

(panunuo> 4 3qo])

9 L gL €€ SI-11
0¢ 6 0¢ 6 01-9
L0 £ 00 0 S0 HLNOW ¥3d Y4OM 40 SAVA
£'S8 LL€ L'18 98¢ oN
NIWOM YOA
¥l £9 €71 S soA INIWAOTdWI ¥VINDIY ON
056 81y 88 88¢ 3|qedi|ddy 10N
S0 4 L0 £ 0l<
Iy 8l 86 £ 01-5
S 14 vl 9 5> (2 u) NOISSIWWOD
056 8lv 788 88¢ ON
0§ 44 811 143 soA diVd NOISSIWWOD
JJOM uIe1IRd
T0 _ vl 9 j0 uons|dwod uQ
60 v 00 0 Aypuoy
¥'€6 I+ b8 (443 ApRap
g'S ¥T '] 9 Areg SIODVM 40 ALIDIAOIYId
1’9 1T €T ol 0005<
I'1¢T £6 TS £ 000S-100%
0TE ¥l vz ¥6 000+~100€
yee LI §GE 96| 000£-100T
€1 143 (43 9| 00020001
00 0 4 I 0001> (2 u) INODNI ATIWVA
‘u o (o = [e201) 'ujo (ov¥ = [e201) sonsieIdRIRYY) diydeiSowsp-01p0g
a8e3uaduay 4 a3ejuadJay 'u

SOAA PUE S33BAA Ul UORBUIWILIDSI *p S|qeL

Downloaded from ijg.sagepub.com at STELLA MARIS COLG on July 4, 2013


http://ijg.sagepub.com/

*SIDIOM UONDINIISUOD UBW JO JOQUINN| — U ‘SISXIOM UOIIINIISUOD USWOM JO JOqUINN| — 'U  :SIJON
‘BIEP UMO SJOUINy :324n0Sg

L 00 0 (Y4S
6v 00 0 05T 1¥C
I 00 0 o¥T-1€C
6 00 0 0€T-1TC
[4 00 0 occ-1lIc
6C 00 0 olc-l1ot
€9 00 0 ooc-lel
4 00 0 061-18l
34 00 0 081-1LI
91 00 0 0L1-191
€ 00 0 091191
L 0 | oS-Il
1€ ¥l 9 ori-1€l
4 ST Il ocl-Icl
0l 6'¢ L ocI—=111
[4 €6 h4 ol1-10l
€l S'6v 81C 001-16
C (R 4| €9 0618
8 ¢l SS 08-1£
00 0 [4) 4 0£-19
00 0 [4) 4 09-1S (2 u) S3IDYM ATIva
8lL 91¢€ ¥'89 LST SCI¢C
6'€C S0l 0¢CeE il 091
‘u o (ov¥ = 1e201) 'ujo (ov¥ = [e201) sonsieIdRIRYY) dlydeiSowsp-0100g
a8ejusduay 4 a8eiusdJay 'u

(panunuo> § 3yqo])

Downloaded from ijg.sagepub.com at STELLA MARIS COLG on July 4, 2013


http://ijg.sagepub.com/

'SJ93JOM UO0I31dNJISUOD UsaWl JO JaquinN |NC .m._mv_._0>> uondNJISUOD USWOM JO JaquinN| — _C S9JON

‘BJEP UMO SJOYIny :924N0§

9ty [4] 00 0 uosel
8'6 134 00 0 [DIISAUD Y
g6l L8 00 0 IpAuag
L'l yE 00 0 sJaJnogqe| Suliaua’)
(sasauadaed
Vel 6S 00 0 ‘suaaured) soyI0
LS 114 001 (0144 [pyuY> 3111L g0l
LT [4 gl 8 TAS
6'€ Ll 60 14 STIT
68 6€ LS 114 0791
6€l 19 6€l 19 SI-11
0ce 14l €'6C 6Tl 01-9
98¢ 0Ll b'8p €1z §>  (sdeax un) IDNINYIIXI
¥Yor ¥0T €L 91 uayo a3ueyD
9'€S 9¢€T L9 91T SWes 3 suleway YOLOVYLINOD
€S 0€T 609 89¢C 1904
L'Ly 01T 1'6€ (/4] siseq AjieQ 3dAL LDOVYINOD
9l L qC I _yI0
00T 88 ¥'9T 91l swiuisA0D
1'9¢ 6S1 9'8¢C 9¢I [erdJdwwo)
144 98l W44 £81 ansswog  3IdAL NOILONYLSNOD
‘ujo e8ruenuad (Opy = [301) ‘U 'ujo eSeusdusd  (Opp = [®301)'u SonsIIRIdBIRYD

saniumuoddQ [euonowo.d ul uoneuiwlIdsIq *§ djqeL

Downloaded from ijg.sagepub.com at STELLA MARIS COLG on July 4, 2013


http://ijg.sagepub.com/

230 Annette Barnabas, Joseph Anbarasu D. and Clifford Paul S.

really progress in this profession to become masons, supervisors or con-
tractors. This is consistent with the observation made by Shah (1996)
that the female workforce in construction in India is at the bottom end of
the industry, as unskilled workers or head-load carriers. Access to train-
ing is denied to them. Similarly Lingam (1998) reported that women
remained as head loaders whereas men moved up to become helper,
mason, supervisor and even a contractor. All these findings are supported
also by a field survey in the two cities of Ahmedabad (Gujarat) and
Trivandrum (Kerala) in India (Kakkad, 2002). In Karnataka, Suchitra
and Rajasekhar (2006) too found that women construction workers are,
in general, unskilled workers and paid wages lesser than male unskilled
workers. The few women workers they interviewed mentioned that no
matter what skills they learnt (for instance, some had learnt bricklaying
and basic masonry), they were always classified as unskilled and paid
the associated wage.

Despite all this, about 43 per cent of both men and women are of the
opinion that there is no gender discrimination in the construction sector.
More men (40.7 per cent) admitted that there is gender discrimination
than women (23.4 per cent). Nearly one third of the women were not
sure what gender discrimination is, because their cultural, religious and
social worldview and poor and deprived status did not enable them to
recognise it.

Remedial Steps

According to the Global Gender Gap Report (Hausmann, Tyson and
Zahidi, 2008), released by the Swiss-based World Economic Forum,
India was ranked 113 out of a total of 130 countries. India was ranked
125 in economic participation and opportunity, 116 in educational attain-
ment, 25 in political empowerment and 128 in health and survival. In the
previous report of its kind, India’s rank was 112 out of 128 countries.
This shows that there is a large gender gap in India when compared to
other countries. There are various factors which contribute to gender dis-
crimination in India.

Most of the subcultures in India practice gender discrimination and
favour boys and men, undervaluing girls and women. In families, sons

Indian Journal of Gender Studies, 18, 2 (2011): 217-235
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are taught that they are superior to daughters and women are forced to be
submissive to men. In most families, women are not treated as partners—
they are treated as servants who exist to serve men. In some local societies
female infanticide, foeticide and dowry are practiced. Parents of girls are
expected to pay large amounts in gold or cash or property as dowry
before marriage, a practice that encourages parents to favour male children
(Clark, 2000).

Women’s potential is dormant. As the first step to empower women,
the willingness of women construction workers to be trained as masons
was studied. Despite the fact that women workers have to bear the double
burden (at home and outside), and have to suffer abuse, harassment and
discrimination at work, they were eager to improve their skills and future
career prospects. Nearly half the women were willing to be trained as
masons while 18 per cent were not sure. Only about 30 per cent were not
willing to be trained. This is consistent with the findings by Vankar (2005)
in a study of construction workers in Ahmedabad (Gujarat).

Table 6 shows the cross tabulation results for experience of male
masons and their willingness to train women workers as masons. We
found that 57.8 per cent of male masons were willing to train women. As
experience increases, the willingness to train women also increases.

This study has shown that awareness of gender discrimination is very
low among women construction workers. Awareness can be increased
through media like radio, television and films, and by educating them
about their rights. Dissemination of awareness programmes by the Tamil
Nadu government led to the establishment of many all-women police
stations and has helped many women to take up jobs in the police depart-
ment. Similarly, proper awareness, education, motivation and opportunity
will help women construction workers to take up masonry work and
move up the ladder. Training programmes for these women have to be
organised, and women must be trained and certified by government train-
ing institutes and educational institutions for masonry jobs; male masons
could train them at the workplace.

Preferential placements of certified skilled women workers as masons
in government funded building projects, public housing and private infra-
structure projects can be enforced by suitable legislation. Tax exemptions
can be given to construction companies that hire certified, skilled and
qualified women workers. Legislation can make it mandatory for all
registered contractors to employ a minimum number of certified women
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masons. Steps must be taken to educate the public as well as contractors
so that women may be appointed with minimum wages fixed by the gov-
ernment. Such positive steps by the government, non-government organ-
isations (NGOs) and welfare unions would enhance the appointment of
women workers as masons, who could in turn function as mentors and
motivators of other women. Empowerment in this manner will consider-
ably reduce gender discrimination and there will be proper representation
at the supervisor or contractor level so that needs of the women are met.
In Kerala, the Mahatma Gandhi University offers a three month certi-
ficate training course for masons (Jacob, 2008). Most of the workers
trained in this course are women. After teaching them the basic theory of
masonry, these workers are sent to local construction sites for practical
training. Their incomes have increased by more than 300 per cent. They
have not yet been accepted as full-fledged masons at the worksites, but
are accepted as assistants to male masons and are paid a higher salary. A
woman who starts her career as an assistant will have the opportunity to
develop into a full-fledged mason since women are as skilled as men,
and also very conscientious at work. Training and certification from a
government recognised agency or university will be the first step to work
for gender equality in the construction sector. The success of the en-
deavour in Kerala shows that such efforts can be also made in Tamil
Nadu and other states and implemented in government funded projects.
Legislation can be enacted to reserve 30 per cent of jobs in the construction
sector for certified women masons and implement minimum wages for
all women. This will increase women’s capabilities and equalise their
opportunities. Much else must be done too to increase facilities at
worksites and improve working conditions for women in this sector.

Note

1. The study on Women Constructing Their Lives: Women Construction
Workers—Four Evaluative Case Studies (Habitat, 1997) details four case
studies—from India, Mexico, Ghana and Jamaica. Of the four case studies,
India portrays the most rigid forms of gender discrimination; the results show
that the outcome of the impact of training on women measured in terms of
their ability to acquire employment as skilled workers, in both Chennai,
Tamil Nadu and Mumbai, Maharashtra is negative. When skilled women
search for jobs, they face discrimination when they compete with men for
employment.
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