
WHAT IS A MATTER OF 
DEEP CONCERN TO ALL 
THINKING MEN AND 
WOMEN IS WHETHER 
WOMEN HAVE BECOME 
AWARE OF THE FACT 
THAT ALL DOORS, ALL 
AVENUES ARE OPEN TO 
THEM AND WHETHER 
THEY ARE TAKING 
ADVANTAGE 

A
s far as women’s
rights for equality
are concerned,
there is no doubt
that they have
attained “free-
dom” in reality.
The very fact that

woman finds an equal place throughout
in the Constitution of India answers the
question finally in the affirmative. We
have all the opportunities. We have only
to take our rights to freedom equally
with men... 

Special measures for women, such as
maternity leave and allowances... are
also there. 

Equal pay 
The article which concerns women most
closely gives rights against exploitation,
namely, “prohibition of traffic in human
beings and forced labour.” With the
right to form associations and unions...
a good part of the demands made
on behalf of women labourers is
conceded. 

Another Article lays down
that the State shall direct its
policy towards securing
“equal pay for equal work
both for men and women,”
and that “citizens, men and
women, have equal rights to an
adequate means of livelihood.”

The Constitution of India has
systematically worked out a
way of life which, taken at its
true value, would neither cut us off from
our age-long cultural ties nor prevent us
from developing into the most modern-
minded, 20th century citizens. 

What is a matter of deep concern to
all thinking men and women is whether
women have become aware of the fact
that all doors, all avenues are open to
them and whether they are taking
advantage... Do they realize what advan-
tages they have obtained over their
mothers and grandmothers overnight by
one stroke of the pen? 

Chance of work 
Gone are the days when no woman
could hold office in the State, in the civil
services or even in the universities.
Women could not practise at the Bar
even after passing law examinations...

In those days it was common for men
and women to live apart in different sec-
tions of the house. The zenana (women’s
part of the house) contributed largely to
the difference of the mental outlook on
life of the two sexes. Their actions and
thoughts and interests were entirely cut
off from each other’s. The men had their
literary interests, social work, political
organizations, club life and opportuni-
ties of physical development and enjoy-
ment of nature. For the women was
reserved the kitchen, the care of the fam-
ily and drudgery of housework. 

The working-class woman was some-
what better off in this respect. No seclu-
sion hampered her movements and she
could at least enjoy a walk, whereas the
“secluded woman” had all the disadvan-
tages of her higher status in life! 

No more purdah 
We look back with dismay and a good
deal of amusement on the time when
women appeared on station platforms in

the form of good-sized tents pushed
from behind, front and sideways! Carria-
ges covered over with sheets and chicks
were a common sight in those days,
while now they are rarely seen. 

How were we moved from our static
position even before changes came
through the change of Government? The
first great mass movement of women
coming out of their homes took place
when Gandhiji moved through the
length and breadth of the country like a
streak of lightning, organizing women’s
protest meetings in support of abolition
of “indentured labour”. Women came
out by hundreds and it became easier
and easier as time went on to draw them
out from all social service, economic and
political meetings. 

Year by year the women’s apathy was
changed into enthusiastic support for
the Swadeshi movement, the khaddar
movement, spinning and weaving, and
Khilafat movement (which broke the
chains of seclusion for a large minority

group in the country). Quickly, on
top of this, came the movement

for Swaraj, which brought out
women to work for political
freedom shoulder to shoulder
with their sons and husbands
ready to go to jail or to carry
on the business or farm work

for their absent menfolk. This
political upheaval went on side

by side with their mental devel-
opment. 

Effects of war
The first World War also had had a good
deal to do with the awakening of Indian
womanhood. When we were dragged
into the fray without the consent of
India, we realized as never before the
degradation of being a conquered coun-
try and the resentment caused by it was
very great. The loss and grief of thou-
sands of homes bereft of fathers, broth-
ers, sons and husbands roused a burning
desire for freedom, freedom from for-
eign rule, freedom to be a self-governing
unit of the world.

In the wake of this movement, while
the new British constitution of India was
still on the anvil, educated women all
over the country quickly organized
themselves and made representations to
the British Parliamentary Committee to
be given adult franchise without reser-
vation for women and with joint elector-
ates which would make for unity in the
country. At the same time, they worked
hard to abolish the custom of child mar-
riage by holding mammoth meetings
and sending in petitions signed by
women of a minority community who
would have been exempted from the
Prevention of Child Marriages Act had
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not this petition strengthened the hands
of the Viceroy who was able to disregard
the wish expressed by orthodox men.
The measure... was at last passed in the
nineteen-thirties for all communities
and groups of people. 

Fight for freedom 
Organized women also set out to brush
aside outdated, outworn customary
laws, demanded legislation for equal
rights of marriage, divorce, guardian-
ship and above all of inheritance. The
younger generation quickly reacted to
these new ideas of unity and breaking
through caste and race restrictions and
inter-marriage became more and more
frequent...

We have seen a vast change in the
manners and customs of our people in
the last decade. The natural calamities of
famine, floods and earthquakes were fol-
lowed by the second World War which
caused an economic upheaval... Later
came the partition... 

Freer movements 
These events have further broken down
caste restrictions and have also brought
out women from their seclusion in still
larger numbers. Dearth of housing has
also had a vital effect in their everyday
life. Very few homes now have separate
living rooms for men and women. All
the family living together brings the men
and women into closer association... 

Every literate girl or woman sees a
prospect of earning her livelihood in the
near future, whether she is married or
remains unmarried...

Working women 
It appears to me that the working-class
woman has advanced even more quickly
than the home-making domestic
women. The impact of politics, forma-
tion of labour unions, teaching and
propaganda done by various political
parties to gain her vote have made a seri-
ous breach in her humdrum unthinking
ways of life. She now begins to under-
stand that standing alone spells weak-
ness but standing together by dozens of
hundreds (in their unions) means a
point of vantage... 

Taboos gone 
Another satisfying fact about the work-
ing class or village woman is that she
has become much more hospital-
minded. She has freed herself from local
taboos and superstitions and is now
even demanding injections when she
gets the chance! 

I found a Scheduled Class boy from a
small hill village talking quite glibly of
his mother taking him to a clinic to give
injukshion. A medical friend who goes
out to villages tells me that there is a
great demand for medicines and spe-
cially for injections. This was not so 20
years ago. It took a great deal of persua-
sion to induce a village woman to con-
sult a doctor or take medicine. 

I believe this change has come about
through our drive for universal educa-
tion and is the result of the vast numbers
of village schools started by all the States
since our national Government took
charge of the nation. There is, therefore,
not a particle of doubt in my mind that
we the women of India are much freer
than we were before independence.

[Begum Hamid Ali (1883-1971) served as a
member of the Planning Commission, and

represented India at the UN Commission on
the Status of Women in 1947. This article was

first published on January 26, 1953]

Industrial relations 
and labour welfare
It is the duty of the government to ensure that the operation of the 
economic system does not result in the concentration of wealth and 
means of production to the common detriment, writes VV Giri

W
e are today cele-
brating our third
Republic Day and
we should not
forget the great
sacrifices ren-

dered by lakhs of our countrymen and
women who have given their all, and
many their lives, for securing political
emancipation...

Economic rights 
The right to work and the right to live
must be secured so that every citizen,
man or woman, can have a sense of self-
respect and pride that he or she need not
be dependent on others... 

The State shall, in particular,
direct its policy towards secur-
ing (a) that the citizens, men
and women equally, have the
right to an adequate means of
livelihood; (b) that the owner-
ship and control of the mate-
rial resources of the community
are so distributed as best to sub-
serve the common good; (c) that the
operation of the economic system
does not result in the concentration
of wealth and means of production
to the common detriment; (d) that there
is equal pay for equal work for both men
and women; (e) that the health and
strength of workers... are not abused...

Labour and the plan 
The Planning Commission... has laid
emphasis on industrial relation, wages,
working conditions, employment and
training and productivity which deal
with essential aspects of the labour
problem in our country...

Peace in industry is essential for ful-
filment of this aim and such peace can
only be secured if there is proper under-
standing between workers’ and employ-
ers’ organizations... 

While legislation is inevitable in many
fields of activity, I am more than diffi-
dent of its utility except as a last resort in
one special field, namely, industrial rela-
tions. Quarrels between management
and labour are like the more familiar
ones in the domestic sphere often unfit
for settlement by a third party — let
alone a judicial tribunal. Interposition of
a third party immediately complicates
matters; little differences are magnified
into big ones; the prestige of the parties
is at stake; the publicity and partisanship
inevitable in such cases adds fuel to fire,
and these sometimes lead to the perma-
nent estrangement of relationship...

In the days previous to World War II
there was no compulsory adjudication
with the result that the parties, sooner or
later, composed their differences or
fought it out to a finish with the weapon
of direct action. The working of compul-
sory adjudication has created many
problems and has encouraged litigious-
ness...

Direct talks 
I am glad the feeling is growing both
among the workers and employers today
that direct negotiations and internal set-
tlement of disputes are eminently to be
preferred to compulsion from outside...
The emphasis must, therefore, be shifted
to methods of voluntary conciliation and
arbitration and to abide loyally by their
results and only unresolved disputes
under certain difficult conditions should
be referred to tribunals... 

Collective bargaining must become a
habit instead of a necessity and the habit
becomes ingrained only if one has faith
in it... 

During the Budget discussions last
year, I gave an assurance to the employ-
ers and workers’ organizations and the
public that in the matter of future legis-
lation, whether it is in respect of indus-
trial relations or otherwise, the Govern-
ment will take full counsel of all con-
cerned and without having complete
discussions on all matters, no Bills will

be introduced. The Government is trying
to keep up its timetable with regard to
this matter and hopes to introduce legis-
lation at the fag-end of the Budget ses-
sion unless any unavoidable circumstan-
ces intervene which may necessitate
introduction in the autumn session. 

Labour welfare 
A field in which there are immense pos-
sibilities of sustained work is of labour
welfare. The Labour Ministry has in
recent years devoted much attention to
the subject and made considerable
progress, but the field is so vast and lee-
way still so great that opportunities for

work in the field of welfare are well-
nigh limitless. Enactments such

as the Factories Act, the Mines
Act, the Plantations Act and
the Minimum Wages Act of
1948 provide for various types
of welfare measures.

Canteens, creches, first-aid
and ambulance facilities, pro-

tected water supply, play-
grounds, education, etc are the
important items which employers
are required to provide to varying
extent. The law, however, has its

limitations. It can lay down only certain
minimum standards — standards which
even minor units can afford to comply
with. 

The establishment of the Employees’
State Insurance Act had laid the founda-
tions of social security in this country. It
is true that the scope of the scheme is for
the present somewhat restricted,
extending as it does only to sickness,
maternity and employment injury, and
that even in this limited sphere we have
had to go slow. But every great scheme
starts in a humble way, and so long as
the foundations have been laid properly,
we can look forward to the future with
hope and confidence... 

Provident Fund 
Another important scheme that we have
launched is the Employees’ Provident
Fund Scheme in six important indus-
tries. This is in fact in extension of the
experiment which we have been trying
in the coalfields during the last two
years... I know some of the employers
were somewhat critical of the inclusion
of dearness allowance in wages provi-
dent fund contributions. But I am confi-
dent when they reflect calmly, they will
feel as happy as I do that they are con-
tributing to the happiness of thousands
of their employees...

It must be distinctly understood that
whether in the matter of industrial rela-
tions or in instituting welfare measures
for the amelioration of labour, co-opera-
tion between workers and employers’
organizations and the Union and State
Governments is most essential without
which success is impossible. 

The employers and workers must
realize the efficacy of good and cordial
relations in the matter of running indus-
tries. While workers and employers can
have sanctions behind them and possess
disciplined organizations for protecting
their respective interests, strikes and
lock-outs should be considered as last
resorts... used when all other methods of
settlement have completely failed. 

As good government is no substitute
for self-government in politics, so in the
industrial system... If these implications
are understood by the partners in the
industry, namely, the workers and
employers, I am absolutely certain that
the future of the industries in this coun-
try is bright and that industries, whether
managed by State or private employers,
will run on sound lines for the benefit of
the country as a whole.

[VV Giri (1894-1980) was President of India
from 1969 to ’74. He had close ties to union

movements in pre-Independence India, head-
ing the railwaymen’s federation and All India
Trade Union Congress in the 1920s. This arti-

cle was first published on January 26, 1953]
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