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ON DOMESTIC WORKERS

A ‘Helpless’ Workforce
With No Labour Rights
With long work hours, no paid leaves and meagre wages, India’s domestic
helps face exploitation at the workplace while their issues remain on the back
burner for the legislature

RAKSHIT KUMAR
SEPTEMBER 4 | DELHI
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abita started working as a ‘kaamwali’
soon after coming to
Delhi in 1981 from Madhya
Pradesh’s Khandwa district.
“I used to get Rs 60 a month,”
she recalls, sitting on the
floor in her one-room house
in Delhi’s Govindpuri. She
sleeps, cooks and even takes
her bath in that room.
So what led her to
work? “Poverty. And my
husband’s irregular earnings,” she says. All these
years, she did mopping and
dishes in the homes of Delhi
families who can afford domestic help.
While life had al-

ways been tough for her,
In her 60s now, a
things got worse when her
weak Babita is no
husband was diagnosed
with throat cancer and her longer able to work.
elder son suffered kidney
Neither is she
failure. “My son had been at
getting her widow
home for the last ten years.”
pension.
Babita found out last
year she herself was suffering from anaemia. “I have
been on medicines since
then,” she says, showing her
medical documents and
medicines. “Our land in the
village had to be sold to cover our medical expenses.”
Her husband and
son died last year. Her son’s
widow, also a domestic
worker, is now left with four
children to look after.
In her 60s now, a
weak Babita is no longer
@Rakshit Kumar
able to work. She discontin- Babita

ued her old age pension (Rs
2,000 per month, given by
the Delhi government) six
months ago after officials
suggested she claim a widow pension instead. But
the widow pension has not
started yet. “It’s been five
months since I applied for
it.”
After 40 years of labour as a domestic worker,
all she is now left with is a
claustrophobic place to live
and the hope of receiving a
pension again. [1]

manage the homes in most
metro cities, doing cooking,
cleaning, washing, taking
care of children and elders,
and various other tasks that
are often considered menial.
Their work hours are
long. They are underpaid,
leaving minimal scope for
savings. They usually work
without a weekly off, and often face a pay cut if they take
leave. With no job security
or retirement benefits, they
are compelled to work all
their life.
While official data
accounts for domestic workers at 3.24 crore across the
country, unofficial figures
range from anywhere bePopularly known as maids, tween two and eight crores.
domestic helps, didis and
TURN TO PAGE 2
aunties, domestic workers
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This huge workforce has not
been taken into the ambit
of labour laws, and the laws
that are aimed to protect
them are marred with poor
implementation. [2]
After the 1991 economic reforms, India saw a
rise in the middle-class population and representation
of women in the organised
sector of employment. This
enabled more families to afford, and demand, domestic workers to look after the
household work.
The number of domestic workers rose from
7.4 lakh in 1991 to 16.6 lakh
in 2001, an increase of 120
per cent, according to available data. [3]
Census 2011 recorded 47.81 lakh citizens as domestic workers, of which 55
per cent resided in just four
states – Maharashtra, Tamil
Nadu, West Bengal and undivided Andhra Pradesh.
[4]
But without any legal recognition as ‘workers’,
this huge workforce has
been prone to exploitation
at the hands of their employer.

Working
for
about 16 hours
a day, her
monthly earnings
is
Rs
13,500
(Rs
10,000 from
night duty and
Rs 3,500 from
the other three
households).
D o e s
she get enough
time to sleep?
“Yes. One of
the employers
has given me a
room to sleep
in. No one disturbs me there,”
she says. A widow and a mother of three, with
the youngest
one physically challenged,
Savitri says her
employers treat
her well but do
not allow her to
take leaves.
And when she manages to take one, generally
after lying to the employer
about urgent work, she has
to face a pay cut plus all the
past day’s work left undone.
She needs to argue with her
Long work hours,
employers for an off even at
no weekly offs
festivals.
“During the day, I do clean“This Holi, I worked
ing and mopping in three during the day, and the
households in Deoli. At whole night.” [5]
night, I take care of a patient
in a household in Saket,”
Meagre wages
says Savitri Devi, 48. She
migrated to Delhi 15 years
ago from Bihar’s Siwan dis- Domestic workers like Savtrict.
itri do not get the minimum
“Night duty is 12 wages (Rs 16,506 per month
hours while day work takes for unskilled work in Delhi)
around four hours,” she under the Minimum Wages
says.
Act of 1948.
Several state govincluding Delhi,
“This Holi, I worked ernments,
have not notified domestic
during the day and work in the Scheduled Employment list of the Act.
the whole night,”
Still, Savitri is probsays Savitri.
ably among those who man-

Savitri (left)

@Savari Raj

opened in her
house. But her
earnings from
the shop are not
enough to make
ends meet. [7]
At 56, Kamlesh often gets
tired.
“(But)
work has to be
done after all,”
she says.
Domestic
workers who
are on their
own and have
no one to seek
help from, are
often left in the
lurch. Even the
gover n ment’s
social security
schemes fail to
reach them, as
in the case of
Babita who is
neither able to
work nor is she
getting any pension from the
government.
age to earn more than Rs
10,000 a month. As per a
2021 report, almost 95 percent of domestic workers
earn less than Rs 10,000 a
month. [2a]
Before the coronavirus-induced lockdown in
2020, Annu used to work in
four households in the Deoli area and earn Rs 14,000.
The pandemic receded but
she could find work in only
one household. Now, she
earns Rs 4,000.
“Some employers
replaced us with new workers who work at lower wages,” Annu says. [6]

Domestic help
for work
As domestic workers are
grossly underpaid, they
do not have the option to
save money for the future.
Hence, they have to work all
their life.
Kamlesh, 56, manages to get Rs 3,500 after
working in two households.
She, however, works only
three to four hours a day
owing to her old age. From
Uttar Pradesh’s Mathura,
she came to Delhi 35 years
ago.
“We had taken a
loan to marry off our daughter. To repay that, I started
working in households,”
she says. It has been 22 years
since.
She does cooking
and cleaning for her employers in the morning. For
the rest of the day, she manages a small shop that she

A definition
in the making
Roadblocks in the path of
regulating domestic work
start at the very beginning
of the process.
“The first major difficulty is that there is no
definition of domestic workers. A task force…is in the
process of finalising such a
definition, and it will be announced soon,” said Harish
Rawat, the then Minister of
State (MoS) for Labour and
Employment, in 2010. [8]
Twelve years on,
the government still does
not have a standard definition. The 2013 Act against
sexual harassment in the
workplace has a definition,
“but its purpose is to cover
domestic workers under the
sexual harassment law and
not to ensure their labour
rights”, says Dr Sophy K Jo-

Kamlesh

seph, Assistant Professor,
National Law University,
Delhi. [9]

A unique workplace
The original version of that
bill did not include domestic workers. The reason was
the relutance of the women and child development
ministry owing to practical
difficulties in implementing
the law within the confines
of a home. It was only after
the National Commission
for Women (NCW) registered its opposition to the
ministry’s view that domestic workers were included in
the revised draft. [10]
The argument of
employers’ breach of privacy is often played, like in the
above case, against formulating a central law for domestic workers.
To this, Joseph asks,
“Can domestic workers be
subjected to non-recognition of their rights on the
ground that they work inside homes? Domestic violence and dowry crimes are
committed inside homes.
But complaints come up,
adding, “and here we are
talking about an employer-worker relationship. It’s
not an intimate relationship
but a professional one.” [9]
Suneetha Eluri, who
worked for domestic workers with the International
Labour Organisation (ILO)
from 2012 to 2017, thinks
more than an issue of implementation, differentiating
between public and private
workplaces is psychological.

TURN TO PAGE 3

“Can domestic
workers be subjected
to non-recognition
of their rights on
the ground that they
work inside homes?”
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“People have been working
from home [since the pandemic], households have
become workplaces for
many of us. Similarly, when
somebody walks into your
bedroom to clean it, that
becomes their workplace.
Psychologically, we have
to come to terms with this
fact,” she says.
But is it really possible to formalise domestic
work and ensure their labour rights as other workers?
For Eluri, the question is no more about the
possibility but the necessity of formalisation. “Formalisation means decent
work for domestic workers,
bringing them under the
purview of labour laws; providing them with minimum
wages, occupational safety,
and a workplace free of sexual harassment.” [11]

“The question is not if
formalisation is possible or not but how fast
we move towards it.”
Non-uniform
coverage
India is a signatory to the
ILO’s Domestic Workers
Convention, 2011 (C189),
which asks member states
to ensure decent work for
domestic workers. [12]
India, which played
a key role in ensuring the
birth of the convention, has
not ratified it yet as “the national laws and practices are
not in conformity with the
provisions of the Convention,” Santosh Gangwar, the
then MoS for Labour and
Employment, informed the
Lok Sabha in January 2019.
[13]

Things have
been
complicated for
workers
of
the unorganised sector as
subjects like
the welfare of
labour, conditions of work,
e mp l oy e r s’
liability, old
age pensions
and maternity
benefits lie in
the concurrent list of the
Constitution.
[14] Hence,
the responsibility of formalising this
workforce is
often evaded
by the Centre.
I
t
also leads to
non-uniform
coverage of
domestic
workers
at
the state level.
[15]
Some states
have brought
them under
the ambit of
the Minimum Wages
Act, 1948 and
some have set
up social security boards.
“That is because of the
activism that
went on to
give
social
security
to
unorganised
workers including domestic workers
under
cial Security Act of 2008,”
Acts like the
Unorganised Workers’ So- says Joseph. [9]
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Howe ve r,
many states
do not recognise
this
workforce at
all.

For more than four years,
the bill remained in the
Register of Bills of the Upper House but could not be
brought up even for a discussion. In September 2021,
Abandoned after Fernandes died, it was
removed from the register.
bills
[17]
In 2008, the
NCW drafted A policy on ‘priority’
a bill for domestic work- The demand of NGOs
ers that main- working for domestic workly
sought ers has always been centheir registra- tral legislation and not any
tion, includ- non-binding national poling part-time icy. It was reiterated when
and full-time the government issued a
workers. But notice in October 2017, anat that time nouncing the formulation
the govern- of a national policy on doment’s “pri- mestic workers. [10]
ority” was a
In February 2018,
“comprehen- Gangwar informed the Lok
sive” national Sabha that the policy would
policy for do- include provisions for the
mestic work- inclusion of domestic workers, and not ers in the existing legislathe bill. [8]
tions, their registration,
In 2017, for- access to minimum wages
mer Congress and social security, and proMP
Oscar tection from abuse and exF e r n a n d e s ploitation.
introduced a
“Views of the generprivate mem- al public are being obtained
ber’s bill — on the draft National Policy
prepared by for Domestic Workers,” he
a coalition of said. [18]
NGOs working for doBut, in August 2022,
mestic workon being asked by a
ers — in the
Rajya Sabha.
Lok Sabha MP if the
[16]
government was conJoseph, who
sidering such a policy,
was involved
in the draft- the reply was a simple
ing of the bill,
“No, sir”. [19]
says the presentation of
the bill “was Meanwhile, Babita, Savitri
just to say that and lakhs of other domestic
there was a workers continue to await
demand from recognition of their work as
a part of the society.”[9]
‘work’.
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