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Women at the margins of India’s socio-economic system endure lives that are marked by struggle and 

fortitude. Poverty infinitely compounds the multiple torments of gender discrimination, as women 

struggle – often alone in woman-headed households – to make ends meet, to ensure that their children 

are fed and have a roof over their heads. For millions of women, this has been the reality of their entire 

lives, with little hope of escape or relief.  

 

The cumulative crises of the past years have enormously worsened conditions. The most dramatic impact, 

of course, was of the COVID-19 pandemic. Within a year of the outbreak, the World Bank estimated that, 

with poverty increasing for the first time since 2011, the number of the poor In India had risen by between 

23 and 56 million.  

 

Crucially, as life ground to a virtual halt, particularly in the informal sector, 80 per cent of all job losses 

were estimated to have been among women. Women’s participation in the work force dropped to a bare 

16 per cent, and more than 62 per cent of job losses among women were among those above the age of 

30 – substantially reducing the likelihood of their return to the work force in future.  

 

The pandemic was not alone in the rolling crises that have added to the misfortunes of women. The 

agrarian crisis is now chronic, as productivity declines on overstressed lands, and profitability shrinks in a 

skewed market, dramatically worsening conditions in India’s vast rural hinterland. The unorganized 

industrial sector, where most of the poor secure employment outside the rural economy, has also been 

in a state of increasing distress for years, squeezed progressively by demonetization and a range of policies 

that favour the large and corporate sectors. More recently, the Ukraine war and its impact on essential 

commodity prices, particularly including fuel, has added to the economic slowdown, and consequently to 

the challenges of employment and poverty, with a disproportionate burden falling on women on the 

margins. 

 



Relentless hardships keep coming her way: climate changes, farm distress, environmental degradation, 

have brought shortages of potable water and fuel – forcing her to return to the long treks for firewood, 

fodder and water. Accelerating cycles of floods and droughts deepen her suffering. And as the 

government and state pull away the safety net, decreasing allocations for various relief programmes 

such as MGNREGA, her life becomes infinitely more difficult, pushing her to the very edges of despair.  

 

As she battles all this, her children are drawn into the vortex of labour market. After decades of gains in 

reducing child labour in India, the pandemic and the complex of economic setbacks brought about an 

abrupt reversal of the trend, pushing an additional 8.9 million children, according to estimates, back into 

the workforce by 2022. Even as opportunities for adult employment shrank in the unorganized sector, 

the exploitation of underpaid child labour expanded. The gender bias has ensured that more boys were 

kept in school, while girl children were put to work in greater numbers.  

 

It is a cliché to speak of the stoic resilience of the women of this country, but as we travel across the 

hinterlands, we find the truth behind the platitude. Amidst conditions of the deepest hardship, we find 

heroism, amidst desperate struggles, grace; and incredibly, amidst great adversity, shared laughter and 

joy.  

 

This exhibition is based on years of documentation in India’s rural hinterland, in its urban slums, and across 

a range of industries in the unorganized sector. Through a selection of photographs from a large archive 

of work that has recorded the conditions of women among rural and migrant populations, backed by a 

narrative of their struggles and at least occasional triumph, this project would attempt to communicate 

the felt experience of women and girls who strive, within an enveloping environment of indifference, 

exploitation and abuse, to give meaning and worth to their lives. 


