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  Abstrac t 

This paper addresses the causes of India's low female labour force participation, 
how to eliminate discrimination and income disparities, how to encourage more 
effort and improve promotion methods to promote smart women in leadership and 
management roles and empowerment, against the backdrop of gender inequality 
due to India's socio-cultural as well as religious background. The capability ap-
proach is used as a tool to analyse the assessment of a person's well-being or qual-
ity of life, as well as judgements about equality or justice, or the level of develop-
ment of a community or country. More importantly, when education is used as a 
conversion factor, Indian women's participation in the labour market does not in-
crease significantly despite the positive impact of education, and is subject to social 
norms and a lack of job availability. The article concludes with recommendations 
on what the Indian government should do to help empower women in India, im-
prove female educational inequality and the labour market participation rate of 
educated women. 
 
Keywords 

The capability approach, female labour force participation rate in India, female 
empowerment, social norms, relig ion, gender inequality, female higher education 
 

1. Introduction 

Over the past decade, the concept of capability has gained prominence in academia and policy making. The core 
principles of the capability approach are the assessment of a person's well-being or quality  of life, and judgments of 
equality or justice, or the level of development of a community or nation (Robeyns, 2006). Ghan i, Kerr and O'Connell 
(2013) argue that increased female part icipation has been a major force in  economic development over the last century. 
Women's political participation has been given a major boost by the increased gender reservation in the Indian village 
government (panchayat). However, in  terms of economic participation, the gap between  men and women still exists. 
Secondly, what should the government do to help  Indian women use education as a conversion factor? According to 
Bose (2012), women have made great strides in education globally, especially at  the lowest levels of schooling. Despite 
these advances, India, on the other hand, has one of the lowest female literacy rates in Asia, due to the lack of emphasis 
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on female education within the country. The purpose of this study is to use the capability approach to explore whether 
female economic participation rates in  India are associated with educational attainment and the barriers that Indian  reli-
gion and traditional culture pose to achieving female roles. 

2. The capability approach 
The core concepts of Sen are "functionings." The first concept is that of functioning. People p lace a high value on  

their capability to accomplish particu lar tasks and reach specific states of being (e.g., to be well nourished, to be free of 
avoidable diseases, to be able to move around as they please, etc.). We can refer to these "acts" and "existences" as hu-
man  functioning as a whole. A  person's level o f well-being might be v iewed  as an evaluation of their level of function-
ing (Sen, 1988). The second key concept is that of capability, which combines the concept of functioning with freedom 
of opportunity (Wilson-Strydom, 2011). Sen defines capability as "the ability of a person to do a valuable act or achieve 
a valuable state of being; it represents another combination of what a person can do or could do". Therefore, a capability 
is the opportunity or freedom to engage in introspective thought about anything important. The relevance of this con-
cept is seen in how it d iffers from other concepts in how we determine what is fair or right in the d istribution of re-
sources (Walker & Unterhalter, 2007). Therefore, a capability is more about what people can become and do than it is 
about the resources they have. It focuses on assisting individuals in developing the capacity to ascertain what they value 
in life. We can then evaluate our efforts to improve well-being by using action research to develop competencies in 
educational settings (Walker, 2005). 

The capability thinking tool embraces the notion that a person ought to have a variety of alternatives for action and 
the freedom to select any of them. This implies that the conception of capability has rigorous requirements, which  
makes applying it  to social science research difficult for two key areas of the domain : the individual and the community. 
Sen's view of capability seems to be supportive of moral indiv idualis m. This is due to the systematic erasure of any ex-
isting or potential inequit ies within any chosen unit of moral concern, such as the family, social group, or community. 
For instance, studies focusing on the family  unit frequently disregard the p light of women and  children.  Furthermore, 
rather than being decided by individuals, many decisions are made by groups. However, the capability approach adopts 
a strong normative attitude of "ethical individualis m," where what counts is what happens to each person (Alkire & 
Deneulin, 2009). The capability approach only makes a passing reference to society. This nation-state must first estab-
lish the institutions and possibilities geared toward the goal of social justice that support the freedom of recip rocal co-
herence. Unfortunately, the capability approach does not make clear how society and people relate to one another, 
which is a key area of social science study (Otto & Schaeffer, 2014). 

The idea of functioning relates to results that a person values or has reason to value, which  is another crucial compo-
nent of the notion, i.e. the need for personal choice (agency) and explicit recognition. If an achievement or outcome is 
not something that the person values, then it is not a function (Alkire & Deneulin, 2009: 32; Wilson-Strydom, 2021). 
Therefore, the ability of a person to seek and accomplish objectives that they value and have good reason to value is 
referred to as "agency". An agent is "someone who acts and affects change" (Sen, 1999;  Alkire & Deneulin, 2009). The 
emphasis on agency suggests that the development process is intended to encourage involvement, free speech, and 
democratic practice. 

3. Gender inequality, traditional Indian culture (religion) and Labour Market and Economic 
Participation Rates in India 

Modern liberal democracies usually consider relig ious freedom to be an  ext remely  important value and its protection 
to be one of the most important functions of government. In countries like India, where relig ion governs much of the 
legal system, it is a fundamental determinant of many lives (Nussbaum, 2000). And it  is often argued in  India that tradi-
tionalist feminists, often in agreement with other trad itional nativists, believe that the essence of Indian national identity 
resides in the Hindu trad ition and that the tradit ional role of women is central to Hindu identity. Institutional objectives 
might include those connected to an individual's self-interest, but they can also contain other goals that go beyond their 
well-being, as stressed by Schmidt, Strotman, and Volkert (2022). Allied institutional objectives. Women, for instance, 
frequently have the responsibility  of caring for babies and the elderly. One may  accept a decline in their welfare to care 
for every  dedicated voice connected to others or the community as a whole. This also leads to very d ifferent market  
outcomes for women and men  in India. Even women's standards are often different from those of men. For example, 
women in poor countries have restricted mobility, and they are often prohib ited from working  outside the home (Eswa-
ran, 2020). 

When it comes to education, which is a crucial instrument for creating a gender-just society and empowering women. 
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Unfortunately, there is a  glaring d ifference between men's and women's educational levels today, particularly  among 
Muslim women and women from other relig ions and marginalized populations. Although basic education is free in In-
dia, the enrollment of girls from marginalized  groups is quite low since girls' education is not g iven much significance. 
Few of them can finish their education, and many of them eventually  leave school (Pande, 2018). Education is essential 
for upward mobility, economic integration, and social inclusion, and if most women lag, overall development will suf-
fer. India started to steadily prioritise female education through Winkelmann (2005), creating madrassas and education-
al models throughout the Prophet's lifetime. However, the transition from informal to institutionalized education in the 
case of girls' school curricula now necessitates innovation and revision of reformist ideology and standardized madrassa 
curricula. For instance, The BihishtiZewar, which  aimed to instruct young Muslim women on how to be nice wives, 
mothers, and family members, fits within the genre of "advice literature" for Muslim women in the late 19th century 
(Manjrekar, 2021). 

According to CEIC and World Bank data, India's labour force participation rate is 44.9% in 2020 (already declining  
to 40% in 2022), with a labour force participation rate of 76% for males and only 20% for females. Women outnumber 
men  in  low-productivity agriculture, t raditional s mall-scale industry and in  service areas such as teaching and domestic 
work. Only  6% of working-age women are entitled to social benefits such as pensions or matern ity leave (Sorsa, 2015). 
The most critical issue is the rigorous lack of equal recognition of women's contributions and efforts. Women in India 
face complete inequality in terms of both wages and job opportunities. 

4. Moral individualism and social norms  

The Indian government has been unable to give women the means to engage in the market as a result of gender ineq-
uity, and as a result, women have mostly been unable to fulfil the function, which has led to the development of non-
sense. The following provides both an individual and a social exp lication of this. 

To begin, the acknowledgement of individual differences and an emphasis on individual capabilit ies are at the foun-
dation of the capability approach. Moral indiv idualis m holds that the life of each individual is the basic unit of moral 
concern. By examin ing indiv iduals rather than families, we can acquire a better understanding of inequities within fami-
lies that are somet imes neglected by other frameworks. Since the twentieth century, India 's population has been dispro-
portionately male the first documented census. It is often assumed that this reflects women's inferior social status. As a 
result, women have a higher overall mortality rate than males. Acceptance of gender-equitable inheritance changes in 
Indian households boosts sex selection in favour of sons, whose preferences are amplified by the current family struc-
ture (Fontanini, 2020). 

Second, the capability approach acknowledges the importance of societal norms and discriminatory behaviours in 
preventing individuals from translating resources into skills. Good and confident employment possibilit ies might be 
understood as decent employment (Sen  1997;  Schmidt, Strotmann, & Volkert, 2021). The absence of decent career op-
portunities usually violates a person's "internal authority" (such as inadequate kinds of work and working conditions). 
This can undermine a person's feeling of self-worth and self-esteem, which is essential for collective empowerment 
(Schmidt, Strotmann, & Volkert, 2021). Women's equal labour rights with men are heavily reliant on the law as well as 
educational attainment, and Hensman  (2011) notes that even if the independent Indian government recognizes women's 
right to work outside the home, the implicit condition fo r such entry is that they continue to be responsible for managing 
the household and caring for children. Its concern for the well-being of female employees is genuine, but the solution 
recommended is to assist them to carry their double load more successfully, rather than to ease some of their obligations. 
They believed that males would be the major breadwinners, leaving women to shoulder the burden of unpaid domestic 
chores. As a result, women jo ining the capitalist labour market were already at a  disadvantage, which  employers ex-
ploited by paying less than males for the same work. Agricultural agitation in the AP prompted a decrease in caste and 
land ownership disparities, leading to a rethinking of women's property rights, albeit  in a way that strengthened their 
power on paper more than in practice (Brewer, 2020). 

5. Education as a transforming factor 
In 2018, the adult literacy rate in Ind ia was only around 74.4% for adults aged 15 and above, with 91.7% of youth 

aged 15 to 24. UNICEF's 2019 report argues that by 2030, the number of Indian youth who do not have the education 
and skills required for employment will reach 47%.UNESCO in its Global Education Monitoring Report 2002 recog-
nises the capability approach as a way of judging the actual contribution of education policies to the expansion of 
people's freedoms in the Journal of Education Policy (UNESCO, 2003; Gale & Molla, 2015). From the capability ap-
proach, a concentration on wealth and income measures of development falls short of accurately capturing the degree to 
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which educational institutions provide people and communit ies with the capability to turn resources into the more ex-
pansive functions for which  they have leg itimate value (Tikly  & Barrett, 2011). The capability approach has gained 'its 
own space' in the concept of conversion factors, which are considered to be the determin ing factor in transforming re-
sources into capabilities (Otto & Schafer, 2014). Sen contends that education is crucial to sustaining livelihoods, pro-
ducing revenue, and lowering human insecurity, much like the human capital strategy does. However, in addition to 
concerns about human capital, Sen and Nussbaum also argue that education itself has great intrinsic value. Therefore, 
while fundamental scientific knowledge and reading and numeracy outcomes may be included in educational capabili-
ties, they cannot be reduced to these goals. According to Sen, education may have both empowering benefits through 
advancing democratic freedoms and redistributive consequences (such as the significance of girls' education in elimi-
nating gender differences in employment and income). "In short, education for capability is a benefit of freedom for 
human development" (Walker, 2006; Tikly & Barrett, 2011). This is because a quality education becomes supportive of 
developing autonomy and making choices later in life, rather than simply providing individuals with the necessary re-
sources to learn. It is evident that improving the quality of education and increasing female market participation is in-
tertwined influences. So can women's market share and freedom of development be increased simply by increasing the 
educational attainment of women in India? Only women with a secondary education may obtain jobs that are not so-
cially stigmatised, according  to Figure 1's U-shape of education. Th is may  also be the reason why fewer women are 
enrolling in higher education; as a result, there are fewer jobs available for them, which restricts their options for em-
ployment. Additionally, it may also exp lain the stagnant share of highly educated and skilled entrepreneurs, which  often 
reflects the numerous obstacles to female economic activ ity, such as social norms or cred it availab ility (Klasen & Pie-
ters, 2015). India has historically had low rates of female labour force part icipation, with women and members of lower 
castes being concentrated in low-wage informal occupations. A potential glass ceiling is suggested by the high jobless 
rate among highly educated women (Sorsa, 2015). A demand problem may result from women, especially educated 
women, aspiring to a s mall number of white-collar jobs and quitting rather than join ing the labour force once family  
circumstances allow. This is evidenced by the high unemployment rate among educated women in urban and rural areas 
combined with the overall low level o f job creation. "The problem of 'jobless growth,' where women's access to em-
ployment is frequently regarded as robbing males of chances and compromising their standing as providers, has contri-
buted to a rise in vio lence against women in the home and at work during the contemporary boom," according to the 
study (D'Costa, 2010). Indeed, women tend to hold h igher-value employment, and at a key juncture in India's economic 
liberalisation, the repercussions of which are mainly unpredictable. This means that women, as a group, may play a 
larger role in developing rural marketplaces (Roy, 2018). Economic progress in India has not provided employment 
opportunities, which puts women at a disadvantage over men. Manufacturing and agriculture are labour-intensive sec-
tors that don't help India's economy thrive. The service industry is one of the main forces behind growth, yet it demands 
knowledge that most women lack. It is possible to increase the educational options available to females so they may  
learn practical and technical skills that will help  them remember things better. Women will be more likely to work if 
gender-based wage discrimination is eliminated, public works programs for women are expanded, and childcare or 
daycare facilit ies are easily accessible in the workp lace (Lahoti & Swaminathan, 2016).  

 
Source: NSSO Employment and Unemployment Survey. 

Figure 1. Distribution of Urban Female Workforce across Industries, by Education. 
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Schmidt, Strotmann, and Volkert's findings (2021) further highlight how, in contrast, the definition of the education 
variable is somewhat different for men  and women: the beneficial influence of education on the perceived impact of 
change can only be extended to males to a limited extent, but not to women. As a result, men appear to gain from hav-
ing better educational standing, but women's empowerment at the communal level is not increased by more education. 
The differing role models for men and women in India may once again  exp lain  that since males are more frequently 
expected to work, higher education tends to land them better jobs. Contrarily, women are not always required to work 
outside the family. Often, they are forced  to live with "heavy domestic work and the need to  care for babies and the el-
derly, t raditionally considered to be rather unfair female responsibilities" (Sen, 2017; Schmidt, Strotmann, &Volkert, 
2021). The key question that this requires one to look at is whether Ind ian women are capable of using their right to 
education, completing their education and going out to work, and how women should make use of the resources they 
have been educated with. 

6. Conclusion 

The low level of female economic engagement in India is a result of gender inequality, religion, and educational 
achievement. Education is highlighted as a transformational component that may help India increase its prospects of 
functional fu lfilment. Last but not least, decision-makers need to acknowledge that India's prosperity has not been 
matched by a rise in employment. Additionally, jobs now tend to be less formal and provide poor working conditions. It 
is also true that market considerations have not entirely affected women's economic activ ity. Despite their short-term 
resistance to legislative act ion, social norms and attitudes have a significant influence. It  is a long-term aim that cannot 
be reduced to economic effects to alter how society views gender roles. 
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