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Abstract 

This paper focuses on the challenges that Indian middle-class working women face and how they 

adjust or react to their situation within and without the family, especially where male authority 

rules supreme. The politics of role-fixing and role-playing of women denies giving them any 

productive value in the domestic sphere. The participation of women in the workforce in modern 

times has far-reaching consequences in the social and family life. The dualism that creates a 

gendered notion of everything in society also commands the representation of women in mythology 

and in reality. The paper explores the reason why surmounting all the obstacles women still 

venture out in search of job, what are its economic significances, why they are in disadvantaged 

position as workers, how the joint family or the nuclear family impacts upon the working women 

and finally how it creates a role-conflict within themselves. 

Key-Words 

Adjustment, Submission, Agony, Responsibility, Conflict, Duality 

:::::::::::::::::::::::::::::::::::::::::::::::::::::::::::::::::::::::::::::::::::::::::::::::::::::::::::::: 

Vol. 1 Issue 6 (December 2015)                                         Editor-in-Chief: Bijender Singh 



 
19 

The Expression: An International Multi-Disciplinary e-Journal 
www.expressionjournal.com                                             ISSN: 2395-4132 

 

CHALLENGES OF INDIAN MIDDLE CLASS WORKING WOMEN: ROLE 
CONFLICT AND ADJUSTMENT 

Dr. C.J George  
Vice Principal and Head, Department of Education, Salesian College  

Sonada, West Bengal 
P.T Saju 

Research Scholar, Department of Sociology, University of Kalyani, 
 West Bengal, India 

Sweety Roy 
Research Scholar, Women’s Studies Research Centre, 

University of Calcutta, West Bengal 
::::::::::::::::::::::::::::::::::::::::::::::::::::::::::::::::::::::::::::::::::::::::::::::::::::::::::::: 

Traditionally the role of women is considered most prominent in a family. They have had 
all their activities contained in the family. Employment outside family evolved in the course 
of progression in social living having its consequences which are positive and negative. It is 
always a challenge for a woman to keep dual responsibilities and be faithful to both (Neena 
and John 2013). In a society where men are dominant or considered head of the family has 
to make lots of mental gymnastics to accept the growing trend of women having dual roles: 
in the family as a mother and wife and in the job sector as an employee. It is very 
challenging as it is difficult but satisfying as it bring more personal fulfillment and better 
financial status to the family.  
Origin of the Sexual Division of Labour: 
 If we go by the Marxist assumption it would enable us to presume that the origin of 
this problem lies in the sexual division of labour which became rigid with the rise of the 
class society. For ages the sexist ideology of “separate spheres” ruled supreme. The 
hegemonic control of this sexism essentializes the biological inferiority of women and 
makes it a justifying tool to confine them to the domestic sphere and prevent their 
participation in the public sphere. A clear demarcation of activities was non-existent in the 
pre-historic  societies,  though  the  myth  of   man  the hunter and  women  the  gatherer   is  
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prevalent in anthropology, regulations were not so stringent and women could freely join 
the band of hunters. But as society progressed from the stage of “savagery” to “barbarism” 
the concept of private property came into existence. The productive and reproductive 
spheres were split-up and reproduction assumed a new significance. The foraging society 
wished to limit the number of offspring since resource was limited. But in the later part of 
the “barbarism” stage the use of new techniques and heavy iron tools (where superior 
physical strength was needed to handle them) increased the production with the help of 
human agency and the demand of labour soared keeping pace with it. As the concept of 
private property developed women were confined to the domestic sphere and their 
reproductive capacity was utilized to the maximum since more children meant more men 
to work in the field to aggrandize production which would produce surplus that could be 
exchanged. Since the means of production was under the control of menfolk their 
supremacy inside and outside the household was established unquestionably and women 
were allowed to cultivate only those qualities which would make them good wives and 
mothers in future. Frederick Engels wrote in The Origin of the Family Private Property and 
the State:  

“ […] the emancipation of women and their equality with men are impossible and 
remain so, as long as women are excluded from social production and restricted to 
domestic labour. The emancipation of women becomes feasible only then when 
women are enabled to take part extensively in social production, and when 
domestic duties require their attention in a minor degree.”(196) 

But as civilization progressed and women participated more and more in the labour 
market this new condition posed new challenges to the women. The condition of Indian 
women is no exception in this regard and to surmount the challenge is a mammoth task 
especially to the middle class women. 
Working Women in India 
 In India, the plight of women is no better than that of women in other developing 
countries. Despite the honour and reverence accorded to them as deities in religion and 
mythology and tributes paid to them as personified in Taj Mahal, the ground realities have 
a very different tale to tell. In a patriarchal society such as that of India, there exists the 
unchallenged belief that man is the breadwinner of the family; whereas women are 
glamorized with traditional domestic activities, child bearing and child rearing and 
maintenance of cultural heritage. These female responsibilities have become their sole 
functions and they are declared unproductive since they do not produce for the market but 
continued to produce for their own families. Hence, employment of women in the job 
market in itself is a modern phenomenon of Indian society. A "working woman" today 
refers to a woman who works outside her home for a wage or a salary. In the changing 
socio-cultural environment of India, due to the process of modernization, urbanization and 
secularization, new life styles have evolved. The women are getting out of the four-walls of  
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the household and are taking part in work for long hours and even for arduous work with 
men in all sections of the society. 
Women as Work-Force 
 One of the significant features of the present day Indian society is that young women 
from the upper and middle class families are joining the work force in increasing number 
adding a new role to their age old roles as wife and mother (Chakraborty 1978). The 
consequence of the employment of the women to the family is far- reaching. It is feared that 
emancipation of women from traditional household functions may lead them to neglect 
their obligations to their homes and children. But on the contrary, employment of women 
is getting crystallized as an element of social value in the society. The emancipation of 
women instead of damaging the family life is contributing positively to its upliftment. 
However, it has gone a long way to the redistribution of familial function and creating now 
patterns of marital and familial life (Ranjan 1993).The adjustment is measured on a one-
dimensional continuum. An individual's position can be located on it ranging from the 
highest point to the lowest point on the continuum. Low adjustments differentiated from 
maladjustment as the two are qualitatively different from each other. Maladjustment 
involves pathological responses but low adjustment indicates incomplete involvement in 
situations. 
Working Women and Home Adjustment 
 The "home adjustment" and "job adjustment" include different criteria of evaluation. 
In the case of working women, generally it is found that the degree of high adjustment is 
higher in case of job adjustment as compared to home adjustment. Deepa Mathur's 
research revealed that out of 225 working women studied, 38% had high home adjustment, 
43%, moderate home adjustment, and 19% low home adjustment. As regards the level of 
job adjustment, 44% showed high, 30% moderate, and 26% low adjustment. The level of 
job adjustment was found to be varying with the nature of job, length of service, access to 
power, and future plans. Against this, the level of home adjustment depends upon the 
structure of family, husband's and in-laws’ cooperation and self-esteem. Indian working 
women have their own way to face this role-conflict situation. Some have adopted the 
notion of ritualism and over conformity to "Indian Ideal of Womanhood"; some others have 
given up the elements of traditional family roles. A typical reaction of these women is 
evasion, avoidance of the actual conflict situation, which is followed by rebellion against 
the prescribed role of women at later stage (Mathur 1992). 
Women and GNP 
It may be stated that the working women generally succeed in developing strategies that 
allow them to pursue their occupational aspirations while simultaneously living up to their 
domestic responsibilities. The working women spend their income mostly on raising their 
living standards; however they are accused of becoming proud, self-centered and arrogant. 
They manage  to break through  the shell of narrow  domestic  existence  and  participate in  
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the larger life of the nation and even of humanity as a whole. The income of the working 
becomes a substantial contribution to the family income. It offers the person great interest 
in the financial decision and greater respect in the family as well in the society (Neena and 
John 2013). The growth of the nation gets accelerated as more brains and hands enter the 
production arena.  
Agony in Submission 
 The role conflict and role adjustment of the working women can be understood as 
the two challenges. The position is not any better even in families where women do not 
work. They are conditioned by norms and regulations. Women shall not be more influential 
than men-folk. Females shall not be more educated than males and shall not earn even a 
paisa more. There is no exaggeration but the whole truth (Shah 1995). It can be agonizing 
in situations where women can be more contributing than men. 
Role Conflict 
 Dual earner households have become a salient feature of contemporary life. As can 
be expected, this has directly impacted upon women and their family. A great deal of 
research has been conducted in the area of women and employment, examining the 
different aspects of women's home and office lives. Most of these studies deal with 
women's domestic work and occupational work as two independent roles and suggest that 
this results in role conflict (Myrdal and Klen 1956, Sethi 1978, Mies 1980, Upreti 1988, 
Mathur 1992). 

The legal sphere commands equality, yet the social sphere, where most Indian 
women live, has remained unchanged despite clear legal and constitutional rights. India's 
dominant religion, Hinduism, presents a fundamental duality for women; on the other 
hand, the women is fertile and benevolent (the deity Lakshmi- the bestower), on the other 
hand she is also aggressive and malevolent (the deity Kali-the destroyer) (Wells 2003). 
Economic Necessity 
 Women in India are living in the four walls of their homes and a number of them 
venture out in search of work. The underlying reasons may vary with their socio-economic 
status. A majority of them belong to middle and lower socio-economic strata of society and 
they work due to sheer economic necessity, especially those belonging to the lower socio-
economic class. Women from upper socio-economic strata of society may do so in pursuit 
of a career so as to be independent (Singh 2001). 
 According to the 1971 census figures, only 13.0% of Indian women are regarded as 
workers in the total country's workforce. This percentage rises to 25.89% in 1981 and 
28.57% in 1991 (THE HINDUSTAN TIMES, APRIL6. 1993). Employment of women 
constitutes an important component of the organized sector in 1995-96. Out of total 45.27 
lakh women employees in this sector at the end of March 1996, 26.42 lakh were in the 
public sector and the remaining 18.85 lakh in the private sector. It has been argued that the 
growing     flexibility   in   the   labour  market   or   increasing    informalisation,  has  led    a 
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feminization of labour force. Feminization implies that more women find themselves in  
consists of unpaid family workers, whereas 94% are concentrated in the informal sector, in 
low skilled, low status and poorly paid jobs. They face all kinds of discrimination and can be 
hired and fired at will. According to the population census, women's participation in the 
primary sector is as high as 82% and fell only marginally during 1971 to 1991. This sector 
consists of agriculture and allied activities such as fishing, forestry, mining and similar 
rural jobs. However, evidence has shown a tendency for the female share of non-
agricultural employment to rise. As per 1971 census the sectorial share of women was 
82.5%, 8.1% and 9.4% in primary, secondary and tertiary sector respectively. This share 
has changed to 77.7%, 11.1% and 11.3% in respective sector (1993-94, Labour Force 
Survey). 

Women have always been a part of the informal cash economy that co-existed with 
the development of formal production in factories and other specialized workplaces. Their 
incorporation into the formal economy was not a shift from leisure to work but from inter 
familial to employer-employee working relations. The use value of women's work at home 
has often been seen devoid of any economic significance because it does not have exchange 
value in market economy (Bhandari 2004). 

Women's work and contribution are underestimated because the economic value of 
goods and services that woman produced within the household is ignored (Dak 1988). Jain 
(1985) summed up women's work at home as "domestic activities" comprising the 3c's: 
cooking, cleaning and childcare. 
Illiteracy and Inadequate Skill Training 
 The disadvantaged situation of women in the labour market is a consequence of 
their illiteracy, lack of training and skill and low position in the social system, including 
their total exclusion from the structure of decision-making and power. Of the total women 
in the work force in India out of every 100 employed women 52.59% are illiterate, 28.5% 
are educated up to primary and middle school, 13.78% are up to the secondary school and 
5.07% are graduates and above (1991 census). In the rural areas, out of every 100 
employed women, 88.11% are illiterate, 10.68% are educated up to primary and middle 
school and 1.21 are educated above middle school (1991 census). 

The analysis of the objective situation of working women would be incomplete 
without an analysis of the reasons why women take to work outside their traditional family 
sphere. The motivation to work among women is different from that of men. Various 
studies have shown that the main reason appears to support the family economically. T h e  
women who take up employment out of "monetary need" do form a homogeneous group. 
They are not only from the lower middle class who have to supplement their inadequate 
family budget, but also from high-income groups. Not only do married woman belong to 
this group but also widows, deserted or divorced women who have to fend for themselves 
and  unmarried  girls  who   have to   contribute to their  family's livelihood, to support old  
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parents or to finance the education of brothers and sisters or to earn the money for their 
own dowry. But it is wrong to say that all women pursue a job only with economic motive. 
A study of 225 working women in Jaipur (Rajasthan) in 1989 by Mathur (1992) identified 
six motivational factors: economic necessity of augmenting meager family income (22.7%), 
security against future contingencies (20.0%), improvement of living standard (20.4%), 
escape from boredom or social affiliation (17.3%), personal esteem (12.4%), and self-
fulfillment (7.2%). Thus 63.0% women worked for financial reasons and 37.0% for non-
financial reasons.When the woman were asked that given an option to choose all over 
again, would they prefer being full-time housewives or full-time employees with 
householder's role, 52.0% preferred only a domestic role and 48.0% favored a combination 
of work and marriage (Mathur 1992). The findings of the Delhi School of Social Work, 1964, 
regarding women's attitudes towards part-time employment reveal that women prefer full-
time employment in spite of the physical and mental strain connected with it. Only 12 out 
of 112 women preferred a part-time job. The measurement of the motivational level 
pointed out 47.6% women has had a high motivational level (i.e., desire for work was 
sustained and kept by a composite of several factors), 35.1% has moderate motivational 
level and 17.3% has a low one. The high motivational level is found related to high-level 
education, higher job satisfaction and young age. In 29.0% cases, the source of motivation 
is family of orientation (parents, siblings), in 23.0% cases family of procreation (husband, 
in-laws), in 9.0% cases friends and teachers, and in 39.0% self-inspiration. 
Like these factors, which increase the propensity of motivation to work, there are some 
factors, which mitigate this propensity. The de-motivating factors in Mathur's study (1993: 
36) are found to be: non-availability of suitable jobs (49%), lack of skill (20%), lack of 
desire to work (18%), discouragement from husband/in-laws (8%) and incompatibility 
with husband's job requirement. 
Conflicting Mind-set 
According to patriarchal-bourgeois concept woman is defined by her biological functions. 
Hence adoption of new economic role has exposed her to new kind of inter-role conflict - 
domestic role and occupational role. These inter-role conflicts, according to Parsons, are 
caused by the acceptance of two (or still more) roles to which different set of expectation is 
directed and which cannot be avoided. The conflicting sets of expectations are 
characterized by the fact that they are considered to be legitimate but the fulfillment of 
which is impossible in reality. Under the pressure of a growing economic crisis, pursuit of a 
profession by women acquires de-facto legitimacy, but which has not led to far-reaching 
ideological or structural changes. The situation is therefore precarious especially for 
middle class working women. The problem of role conflict does not arise for women of 
lower class who work in agriculture, in road construction, in factories, as sweepers or 
house servants. No doubt,  these  women are no less  overburdened  physically but they are  
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 relatively free the demands of the role norms of "decent" middle class women. They must 
work, but at the same time they must conform to an image of womanhood in which out-of-
home activity of women is considered to be degrading and immoral. 

Through the entry of women into professional life nothing was changed in the 
structure of the division of labour according to sex, that allots the "bread-winner role" to 
the man and to the woman the responsibility for home and the children. The professional 
role, of the women is simply added to her family roles, which in turn affect the family 
relations, childcare, and role performance with active and passive involvement. Role 
conflicts become manifest, if the woman, suffering from the strains of her work, demands a 
reduction of her domestic work or the help of other family members, particularly of her 
husband. This demand becomes a direct attack on his privileged husband-status; for to 
serve the husband gladly and without hesitation is the highest duty of the good Hindu wife. 
Kapur (1974) sees the reason for the maladjustment in the "overdeveloped ego of those 
women who earn more than their husband or because of the ego threat to the husband". In 
fact he finds that economic superiority of husband is endangered by the women's economic 
potential. However, the Indian women have tried to find out some way to reduce the 
tension or mitigate the problems arising out of dual role performance. 
Submissiveness to Success 
 Women with submissive disposition have more problems than those having a 
dominant personality. This is a surprising phenomenon if one considers the fact that the 
joint family with its system of division of labour has a number of advantages for working 
woman. It is true that these women do recognize the practical advantages of joint family 
and are ready to assist financially their in-laws or poor family members of their husbands 
but are reluctant to pay for these advantages with the traditional subordination. Kapur 
found that the highest percentage of "happily married" women lived in nuclear households 
whereas the majority of maladjusted women came from joint families. This has given rise 
to a new tendency of the working women to fall back on their own parental family if they 
need help in the household and for the care of children. Mathur in her study (1987-88) 
finds 21.8% having high degree of role -conflict, 44.4%having low degree and 33.8% having 
no problem of role-conflict. Significant or moderate or weak relationship is found between 
role-conflict and variables like motivational level of working husband's attitude towards 
wife's employment, interpersonal relations at work place and women's personality type. 
The relationship of role -conflict with motivational level and husband's attitude is 
significant with personality type (home oriented, career oriented, and home-cum-career 
oriented) is significant, and with the presence of children is moderate. 

How many remain satisfied with the dual roles? If earning attempts and succeeds in 
merging her working role with the general roles of being mother and wife, she will be 
considered as a woman who is satisfied with her dual roles. The "high" satisfaction implies 
being   happy  with    the   performance    of  both  the  worker's  and home  worker's role;  
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"moderate" satisfaction implies marginal imbalance in the equilibrium of the two roles 
(one coming in the way of other); and "low" satisfaction implies being dissatisfied with one 
or both roles to a very large extent. In Mathur's study, 53% women were found to be highly 
satisfied (with their dual roles), 18% moderately satisfied, and dissatisfied. 

This satisfaction or dissatisfaction with dual roles affects working women's self-
image. "High" self-image means the woman feels that her work has improved her 
individuality, while "Low" self-image means that women feel that her job did not have a 
positive effect on her personality. The Delhi School of Social Work (1964) study came to the 
findings that 71% of the women in White Collar jobs states that their works do not have 
negative effect on their family relationships and their job satisfaction was high. 

A working woman has to face innumerable problems. The home-life has to be 
adjusted with the office routine. The housework has to be organized on lines different from 
the traditional ones.  

The working women have to "adjust" themselves in home as well as in working 
place. Adjustment is "smooth switch-over from one status to other status, perceiving roles 
as perceived by others, and performing multiple roles with efficiency and satisfaction". In 
simple terms, role-adjustment depends upon role demands (by the society) and role 
performance (by the individual). 
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