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SEXUAL HARASSMENT AND THE WORKING WOMAN 

:* !,!;,.Q,~T: ., i', 7. 

~ X U I ~  harassment at the workplace 'is a form 'o~sy'ster#'~s$d v i o l ~ t i ~ 6 " ~ ~ ~ n ~ n S i ~ i l ~ d .  d s t  
working women at some time or the other face this kindef violence from their colleagues, bosses 
or employers. Every mode of production has thrown.upsp&hfiO f o m w ~ ~ 7 d % s m e & .  
Women working in fields and mines a?e often sexually exploited by landlords and thekedars 
(iontractors). Women industrial workers a l e  face ~ a ' l ' ~ k a ~ ~ s m e n t ~ i f ~  fa&ory;.&wnes, 
supervisors, and even from their male colleagues, while women employed in the seivice sector 
face harassment from theiroffim colleagues, bossesandclients; : :; . 

Esplte Increasing participation of women in all fields of work, changes ln.soc~&xlttitudes towants 
,men have not shown much progress. If anything, t h e y h a v e ' w r ~ e n e d . . ' ~ ~  at the 

workplace probably on the increase. Women in the labour force are viewed as a the@% tke 
instiiution of patriarchy. They are seen as 'snatching' men%btls. YVomlh's place is in the hous&'. 

the stated as well as unstated dictum. The impact of growing consumerism, the media 
, ,.indless race of profiteering to'ciaprst~~th8mls1lLet~'.kayie.R;1dh~~@mmotedgexist .imagesi&vor@@aS - - 
and a blatant display of male power aimed at subjugatmg women. % - '- 
Sexual harassment is any unwanted attention'ini$~da':"@rii dh&k 
which constitutes acts of mental, emotional and physical violence aq41prsr Wmen; Is oflen 
trlvialised as 'eve-teasing'. By Categorisin@ ~~&iiit~s1.$~%nPl~~%iib~bltable behaviour as 'light 
flirtation' or 'harmless jokes', the seriousness of the offence is masked. The fact that sexual - . - harassment can leave a deep and adverse impact on the psyche, Istatally 

overlooked. A woman's sense of security is shaken by such humillathg WOMEN IN fHE 
acts. Any woman objecting to sexual harassnyeRt.19: tbohed upon as 

LABOURFORCE 'hypersensitive', a spoilsport and lacking in a sense of humour. Raising , 
ARE VIE WED AS A objections against such behaviour often resalts in a hostile work 

THREATTO THE environment for the woman, delaylfn promotion, ep even loss of the job. 

IN~T~TUT~ON O~ Such implications have dis,cou~ged.many women from taking action. T 
find no outlet or e x p ~ ~ ' r o f . t h e i r  anger and humiliation, and at:.* . . 

pATRIARCHy fi"d difficult to be mative and productive at work.  his, againnnnh&$ 

- . - their chances at prOnCotiotrS and other career opportunlies. . .  - .  ~ .. c. . - ,  - -  * - ~~ . .- .> - 
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OYIR the past twenty years, the autonomous wdtnen's movement has politicised the issue of v~olence 
against women and consistently campaigned against it. This violence, in the form of sex-selective 
abortion, female infanticide, child sexual abuse, incest, molestation, rape, wife battering, dowry 
mu&Sf w@ow immolation and witch-hunting has been brought into the public consciousness 
thiQu@ktlgrotests and campaigns. Though sexual harassment at the workplace is also an age-old 

i p r o b k t ~  women have been left to deal with it on their own, or sometimes with the support of 
women's organisations. However, there have been no effective legal measures to counter it. The 
problem received judicial recognition when, on August 13 1997, a three-judge bench of the Supremf 
Court headed by the Chief Justice delivered a significant judgement on sexual harassment at the 
workplace, ratifying guidelines drawn up by women's groups. 

This non-adversarial petition was filed in 1992 by Visakha, Kali for Women and other women': 
groups following the brutal gang-rape of Bhanwan' Devi, a Sathrn (village-level worker) in the 
gbvernment-run Women's Development Programme in Rajasthan. Bhanwari Devi, as part of her 
wBrk,was implementinsthe official campalgn to prevent child marriage, in her village. She incurred 
thmrath of a group of high-caste G U J ~ ~ S  when she attempted to prevent them from marrying off 
their minor daughrers. In retaliation, they gang-raped her to 'teach her a lesson'. 

Th6&preme Court held that sexual harassment at the workplace is violative of Article 14 ot the 
@in&~hfion which guarantees the Right to Equality as well as Article 19(g) which guarantees the 
Right to Practice any Profession orto carry on any occupation, trade or business. Since the right to 
work depends on the availability of a safe working environment, and the Right to Life (Article 21) 
means a life with dignity, the hazards posed by sexual harassment need to - - 
be removed forthese rights to have any meaning. The Court alsodirected THESUPREME 
MaMn particular, it should be ensured that the victims are not victimised or 
discriminated against while dealing with complaints of sexual hsrassment.The COURTGUlDELlNES 
Court noted, It is discriminatory when the woman has reasonable grounds to ARE A VINDICATION 
Be(ieve that her objection would disadvantage her in connection with her OFTHE STRUGGLE 
employment or work, including recruitment or promotion, or when it creates 70 GET s ~ ~ u ~ ~  
a hostile work environment. In the absence of specific laws to deal with 
sexual harassment at the workplace, the Court issued a set of g u i Q @ i n ~  tq, HARASSMENT AT 

deal with the problem. 
2 .  

- THE WORKPLACE 

These guidelines (quoted in italics in this report) are significant from several 
THE ATTENTION IT 

points of view. First, sexual harassment at the workplace has been 

I recognised as a serious problem. Thus, these guidelines, which are - b - 
.t&Wceable in law, are a vindication of the struggle to get sexual harassment at the workplace 
the*~lCius attention it deserves. Secondly, the Court made it mandatory for all workplaces to 
adopt the guidelines. In addit~on, the guidelines provide a comprehensive definition of sexual 
harassment and a redressal mechanism for handling complaints, 

As women working in different fields, all the members of Saheli too have experienced harassment 
of various kinds. At some point of time, most of us have had to deal with frustration, humiliation, 
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ions. The focuswas:on their o m  
problem and how th~~handled-it. 

Wh~le we were not: aimingfor a uniform statistical representation of all w&m, we~attempted to 
cover women i l a .  rNiete;range:of occupations and from diflerent class backgrws$sL @ince+he i 
naturqforrn and~degse'e?of.sexual harassment varies according to the nature of thg.jebiwetW b 
talk tawomen in awiQe variety of occupations. 

We interviewed 62 wameo,fmm different amas ~f-work. These included hawkers and vendors (2) ! 

agency employee; Non-Govern?M~~anirr~tion 61rnp@,~eej 8 
(5): editorial staff in publishing-lipusesi@); j~m?W 

ese accounts are n 
ti. our experiences 

.We talked to women i 



I pwp6ing andsharing of ourown experiences helped to break the ice. Women wece then forthcoming ~~~ about their own or their oolleagues' experiences. They spoke .of their frustrations, the~r 

I despair and their struggles. The range of information we gathered and the variety of experiences 
shared by the women speak of the subtle nature of the problem, and the need for various strategies 
to deal with it. We hope that this survey can contribute to chalking out strategies towards making a 
thp workplace secure for women 

I D€$INITION 0 4  l € X U I l l U l l l l l ( ~ M € N T  I N  TU€ 6UID€LIN€ I  I 
 fa^ this purpose, sexual harassment includes such unwelobme sexually determined behaviour 
(whether direCNy orby implicafion) as. (a) Physical contact and advances (b) A demand orrequest 

I fo~sexualfavours (c) Sexually mlouredremarks (d) Showingpornography (e) Any other unwelcome 
pt)ysical, verbal or non-verbal conduct of sexual nature. 

Many women we inte~iewed found the definition adequate and inclusive. However, some said, 
'though it sounds broad, it is very vague." A lawyerwe interviewed pointed out, 'It leaves too much 
to interpretation and depends heavily on the penon who is adjudicating. For instance, the word 
'unwelcome' is not very clear, and notions like 'sexual' and 'non verbal' are open to interpretation 
and can very easily be struck down." 

Sbmewomen opined that it is not possible for any legal definition to anticipate the kinds ~f situations 
women find themselves in. According to a member of Saheli, who is also a journalist, "Travelling 

, landing up in new places in the middle of the night or staying alone in lodges . 8 

in small towns are all more difficult for women. To feel secure in these siti~stions, one needs an . . 
i 

overall change in altitudes to women rather than only legal provisions." 1 

?one women opined thatdkcrimination against.women atthe workplace 
does not necessarily constitute sexual harassmmt. Said a scientist, 

en gender based discrimination and sexual 
uil to define." (See Box on pagel5) . . 

n was that the psychological impact of sexual harassment THE UNORGANISED 
be reflected in the definition - the humiliation, the 5ECTORCOMPRISE4 
tional injury caused by such harassment should be 

THE LARGEST 

5KTION OF WORKING 
med that all categories of workers in the unorganised sector are WOMEN ... MOSTOF 

lines. While this is implicit in the definition, we need 
WHOM DO NOT HAVE that it is applied in practice, because the unorganised sector 

est section of working women who are very vulnerable AWELL*EANED 

rassment amongst many other hard working-conditions. WORKPWCE ' ' . - 

en who do not have a well-defined 'workplace', we alsafeel th8ttheiIefinifion 
widened. For instance, in the case of hawkers and'endm, the streets 
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become the workplace. Aiso, .for somi c8teg6liesof:self-employed women; their homes @re also 
theirworkplaces, lnlhe contextof sex+&~rs'demandin@~gnition of sex-work as a profession. 
the Issue of sexual harassment at the woikplace.&sein$tide C$e >addiessed. - : 

~ ~ ,I.,_., i:'. 

. . ,.o.-:!. , :,,! ; , , , 
~. ~ 

, 
, . , ?rJ~~i$, '~ 

WlIIlil narrated a wide range ofexperiences of the nature of sexual harassmntthey have faced 
at work. They spoke of 'explicit' or direct sexual harassment as well as 'subtle' 
of sexual harassment. Most women have experienced the potential threat of s 
and many spoke of its very frequent occurrence. .,, . ,.!,$;:. 
Women in  the public sector and in povernment jobs had a mixedreaction to t 
harassment they, their friends and colleagues faced. While a few denied its occurrence in their 
offices, most accepted that. it does take place, and expressed a need to do something for its 
redressat. Even tho? who denied the occurrence in their offices, agreed that they had heard of 
such cases through friends .or newspapers, Among the reasons cited for the non-o,wrre.nce of 
such oases were :job security which gave them a certain level of protection; strong 
service rules and transferable jobs. Bank employees, for instance, with transferable jobs, claimed 
lhat they do not fear prolonged harassment or blackmail. The level of protection that women in the 
public sector enjoy is equally appiicable.to offenders. One woman pointed out, ?he reverse too is 
true: even offenders enjoy protection." Nevertheless, the bank employees we.intewiewe0, sald 
that they constantly fase a subtle level of harassment inthe fon;n. of comments about their dress. 
make-up or hairstyle. 0ne.bank.employee complained of male cqllea~ues.fleliberately d,isw%ing 
film heroines In a "not-sodecent"manner, especially in the.presence of women. Staring fwedly at 

women colleagues till some eye contact is made, or the 
person gets noticed for his stares, is yet another com- 
mon experience faced by many. 

We interviewed clerical staff from six 
Ministries. One secretary said, 'Looks an 
are constantly directed at us. Men crackjobeS wlth sexual 
innuendoes, and laugh heartilyatsmall jokes, especially 

conetjntlydirectcrd at  us. when.women are around." She also related another 

Man crackjokes with sexual incideni where her male colleague went a 

'Innuendoes, and laugh heartily a news item of an Amellcan woman teach 

a t  small Jokss,'sspcalrIly whdn 
her male student .who was a minor. He discussed it .ove 
and over again with woman coMeagues. The woman wh.0 "' around" 
shared this1M us lrustratedly said, "This Is nothing but 

harassment. But It is so difficult toprove, or pin point.Men do. all this In a light mannerto enjoy 
themselves, and if you c~frontthem, they deny thattheyan doing it to harasswomen." Especlaliy . 
when they a n  new recruits, women are unable to false the issue. In another instance, a Direclor 
wanted a South,Jndien Boorstory In parllwlar, b c s u w  'Soulhies" ere generally aasumed to ba 
mom docllr. Aa mlgrsnta b@lng away from home In a city llke Delhl, they am more vulnerable 



b THE UWZh6l.E . . . 

~ithmtal lyquite disturbing. . ,> 

d ~ S o r e . p a m i m ~ * ~ ~ e m q ~ & & ~ f w i n g  qyt&!!qasm 
IwM ~ U ~ U W , . M ~ R * ~ % & @ ~ ~ & R B I & ~ ~ ~ @ ~ ~ . W  
.. ~nere@~kg&ee:des@~ed, h~~~.-only&i& m&.d~&,@&~&-, am. 

rm remW PhBtahewas neve,cgiw@ w,W&dUrrngMeurr&&. TowaM evening,,st&.wdls 
~ ~ y - b a c k ~ ~ . ~ e ~ r e f u s e d , ~ ~ ~ l a ~ & &  k h ~ ~ . h ~ d ~ r ~ p s i s , l e  fcrr the firm M)au&~ 

8 conMaet $e(k&u@lrat~M.~n~e. " ~ ~ k i a t f : b J C R a ~ ~ ~ a & v i ~ u @ l e i m e d ~  at.?oMry] .I 

b ~ ~ w r l W I k ~ w s ~ b m u g h t  t0;the w a m a n @ r ~ ~ f e w ~ ~ . & ~ @ ~ ~ ,  WyiAg-Iqs with no 
& - s t a y  dwlku4rirnernber @f a f a h e l i i ~ ~ ~ ~ ~ % @ & w e l . . e s s i s t e ~ t &  &a~sn&ned 

&@y in the,~ff&aiin i $k&g~cd '  &me%& guilty:if , l . m f ~ ; ~ . & @ ~ .  l o g ~ @ r a l ,  ' ' I 

Private .Om .ammsRmmamtiM~#aBahare these! experie.n~%Jess.epeqLENh i 
&er ,as wm~rd-.Mh:m~1p.-bs-~iheprbli~@o6.~ Thefear of repri~~w~~ ,/pa&gJt)r.H 

. . . : .  . 1 . . 
! .  . . - , i  ' ' I , .  ' .:a . ,  , ...:,.; ; ; ,  , ,  i - < . :  . .. - .  , . 4 ' :  .- 

s i o ~ . ~  a ,. , w+ip&yiew&H&ibat . <I : _ .  ., ,.. , ., theydid nof f a q p y y ~ @ .  
~ b p , p e c a ~ ~ ~ m ~ s t ~ o f  the;xj@yvjs~l~ q n $ ~ q a f l y k . J e  ,SWd@fl~  in 
e6, are women. Moreover, *men employees-are o" par,Wif e'wlle&ues 



move to .enhance their respecfabilly, flight &endants continue to be easy prey to senior flight 
crew, groqM-cr,ew, male rosteringaficers asy6II.w passengers. According toa member of Saheli 
working in the. Airlines industty, 'Female':fli$ht~ atte'ndahts areharassed in. various ways - from 
subtle sexuai adi;ancits and over-frlendiness t ~ . ~ a s s i ~ ~ a r k s a n  thei~loob, abouttheir uniforms; 
frequent&% to'ad&d passengers or cockpit crew; p h o n e d s  infheir:hotel:boms- eb.: Often 
duty rbsterjWe~tjlaNipulated in order to harass the flight attendants. "They are more vulnerable 
since they.q@s&@v fmm h'ome,alone and unprotected in &range%r&g$~ah@, confined to hotel 
rw,$ns witt),$? su~pofl ,. 1 - ~  systerirs. Another aspect is that mod of thifligtit'i4&ndants are young'and 
attiactive,'eami.ng very well, and have gainedsudden fre'edom. SombofWem may find it difficult 
to disting6isti' ttieiadge from friendliness to sexual advances and gx:fibiktinn, leaving.them 
vulnerable to buse."-,, ~, . . 

. s ,  .: >:29, . ' . 
. " , ', 

The acadenf&o'rl snut e mm sexua. harassment. A Reader in a wllege ihE%lhWniversity 
reported how in a pa(/ langua~e'&ssth9'dh"e was attending, the teacher usedexamples that'dould 
not be taken in'good taste'.' ' I used IdCfl!~i if* uncomfortable about it.' she said. She also . 
described how th~:powerretatims~tp i t & b ~ @ & & ~ k n a  'student iscltilised to harass students. 
especially resea~ct?scholars. &*ever, +t'ih&r'.%ti&! d~%arassm&nt & ~ r  OWWe campus.' 

; Another Reader in a Deffii ~ l r i f v ~ ~ & n i p i i s ~ B ~ ~ h ' ~ ~ ' h a & H ~ ~ ~ e v e r e  
. . harassment because ofthe' suppon ShE edir id&foa Fehala &pbyee who 

.J:,:L, had %mplalned agiinstsexual haraskberit. me M e ' r w a s  Vehl ly  abused 
..  , . ~ 

by one ofthe culprits, and one of heMale .colleagues even tried to assault 
her in'the st& mom. 

. . T!!sa7'-. 
The scientists weinthiewed spoke about how harassment takes place "$&f#iqf,$k ' 
at a nore general.levol.with inane%exist humour~and gossip.;lndividual 

I ' lawyere;w'r'd 'Instances were reportkd of male colleagues forcit$y:se&iog ,ct:&dship 
a lot Of power. to the point of harassment. A scientist talked ahwt h.sy a colleague tried 

Th6'd9a1 to get closetb he?, andim admnk8n;etate W&Wd?Pansas To her at an 
'f*"~ity' offfcial Dartv. ~ h o k h  ~h,e,#i@ brinaQ9BW&I--hatiEBaf the senior scientists . . . .  . 

maleJominated presnt in the gatharlng;:.*e-~8s4bld its i x lm .do~n  and not make a 'big 
and intimidating, deai' out of it: Asciefifist tiFa\bmi(l@resiiarch institute. hadon&sliY, 

~ ! ' *#pec la l l~~@~ a !list nf Ftems to ' ' ~ ~ i d i " 3 1 ~ i r r t h t i  'Ladies ToiletVr.A huge discussion 
anyaung.lawp~t." ef fsu~d ri. the A&inIMBon'Se~tion as to who* @b it was. She was 

summonediand ~llMisned:lnd8tail.8tro~kwhaSeadh *ern --mug, bucket, dustbin - was needed 
TOP. In her wwds, Ydeedfes3t&Wy thatme matter wa3 &@.cussed and made fun of for almost a 
~dnt'h'inthe;bbnlticlh8yattclaSsed of em~lovebs - from Peon to the head of the institution." 
TM&*in'C9BB; ia'~d&i.it fhi  dale of ifite&v&therequ&'was unfulfilled. Scientistsgen-erally 
f~&iH,~Mrll'lCiW'W@,'~~$ibikIIy i f  c&vpus-based accommodation is availaBle.:fn~such a I 

1 si~atidn;il~et@d~~q1dt6~a~h'drit~hea'$u&s arb provided, the chances Df.sma# hlhssment 
are quite high, said one scientist. For instance, a senior scientist repodad: that. her junior 
female s tud f~~ ts  complained about a sweeper who would stalk them on campus, and look at 

pecutihly. stid talked io  the conceded authohies, vlhb e n s & e d 1 t ~ & t h d ~ n  has posted 
foiEi[t j i  in , . ~  piiii!&s~HQre . , Aiinteribtion ,. wfth feiti61.e sttidenfs'd8s mihimal; 

. i , . , ',, 
Wornen ia the+egal, professi6n h a m  to facc?~variousk'mda ofr,&scM@ation:.:Awrding to 
lawerwe intkwiued, 'mior male lawyeswield a lot d.pawea!The whale:atmospheraamon 

.. . 
'A 
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I To show his concern he would drop the women colleagues at the autorickshaw stand. He would 
also take them out for a drink now and then, on the plea of 'developing' his staff. "Actually, in the 
beginning, 1 was flattered that he was talking to me, privileged that a senior in the agency was 
taking interest in me and my work. He was a kind of demi-God figure." But when she talked once 
to another colleague, she reallsed that he was playing up to henas well, sharing confidences about 

i his troubled marriage etc. 'This 'moulding' of young minds works as an aphrodisiac for these 

I middle-aged men. How come they always try it with juniors, neverwith women who are on an equal 
footlng? Soon, I began to feel cheated, and didn't want to be part of his power play." She then 

I started shying away from him, but things at work got unpleasant. So much so. that she finally had 
to leave this job as well  en in consensual relationships which develop in the oftice, there is an 
element of inequality when bosses get involved with thelrjuniors," said this advertising professional. 
These unequal relationships also have a bearing on one's professional development, ?he said. 

L A member Of Saheli who has been in advertising since long and also makes documentary films. 
1 drew attention to some other situations in thjs field.'My first exposure to the ad-agency set up was 

as a young trainee in Bombay. In a matter of days. I realised that on one hand it was great to be in 
a place which didn't expect you to behav.e i~ a formal, stuck up way, because the average age in 
most agencies, especially in the creativedepartment is barely midllatetwenties-'+:$be aifhosphere 
is sort of college-y. But the flip side of this'was that being there entailed bearing with the bratty 
behaviour of young men which also included constantiy tolerating a lot of dirty jokes [read dirty 
male jokes] that you weren't quite sure were not directed at you. Those are my earliestmemories 
of feeling uncomfortable in the workplace." 

She added that clients also could be lecherous. 'One of our biggest clients was the sleazy kind who 
would be chivalrous enough to hold the door open for you, while of course laying his hand on your 
back." Both advertising professionals also pointed Gut thatslnce timings in the advertising business 
are also haphazard with latehiglits, working.al studios,eta:, i t  isimperativ&thatwOrmW have a 
sense of security among colleagues, ,adequafe tramport-arrangement% etc. 

According to a woman running g Non-Government organisation (NGO), women working in the 
'voluntary sector' or NGOs are very vulnerable to sexual harassment because they are already 
beyond the Mnventional social norms, working oStensibly to change the existing siturnon. They 
work during odd hours, lravel to remote places, and interact with men at different levels. 'The 
power relationships are more personal based, since the structures of NGOs are more flexible and 
there is an air of informality. Here, the boss alsohas an 'ideology' on his side to imprep the juniors 
with and take them to bed.' She further added that women in this sector are more vuinerable 
because they expect to be 'safe' in such workplaces and among supposedly progressive colleagues. 

- * Beeause women in'this field are usually less Conservative, men feel 
"Women in N G O ~  they can take libetiis with them. W t h  the personalised relationships 

are mare vulnerable in the oftice, speaking about sexualharassmentbecbmes more dimcult, 

because they expect t o  because it is viewed as disloyalty, and e-sina the whole voluntary 

be in such Sector, which Is supposedly more sawsanct than the corporate sector." 

work~lacesand An NGO consultant working in a funding agency narrated an incident 
supposedly progressive that occurred when she wasattending a meeting out oftown. The woman 

colleagues" she was sharing herroom with, broke down in the middle of the night. - While sobbing. she related a halrowing story. This woman, whoworked 



w i d e t h e r  husband .in.jan.NGO in a rural .area, told her that her 
&@@kfl was constantly making advances to young village girls. He 
8p&y seduced-:the girlsuith his charisma and charm. Nobody dared ! 
to mnfront him, especially not,his wife. "She made me promise not to 1 

tallanyonel in my office. In any case, I do not have enough power to do 
qflhlng. I do not know what can be done if those who are being 
vbtimised do not expose him," said the consultant. 

"A p a t  on the cheek 
She related another incident, which occurred during a training workshop or the sh0Ulder4 by 
iffWar. 'A20 year-old unmarried village girl suddenly Sterted bleeding , 
pmfusely, and became incoherent. We rushed herto hospital, and found doctors in t h e  operation 

out thatit was a miscarriage atan advanced stage of pregnancy." When theatres or wards was 

the gU was a bit better, she began talking, but denied the pregnancy, very common. 

and kept,on crying. Her friends consoled her, andlofold herto admit that We were timid 

the Dlw&rwas responsible for making her pregnant. But the girl was and to com~lain" 

in'a state of.shock and did not disclose anything. 'I was helpless. The workshop had got over by 
then, and none of the senior-level people of the NGOwere around, so once the girls lefl for their 

! village, I returned to Delhi." In Delhi, the consultant, on hearing that the Director of that same NGO 
was ir town, informed him of the incident, suggesting that he rush back, or at least send some 

I monwto cover the hospital bills. 'But he was very casual, and didn't do anything. Since the girls 
1 had ncit admitted anything to me. I could not confront the Director. Even If it was a consensual 
I relationship, it is so unequal and exploitative. But Wqxkreme . . ... imdifference confirmed that it was 

not a ielationship to him - just using her for sex." Ac to this consulant, such occurrences are 1 q,,e '$?rnmo" in large NGOs with tield s t a t  terrified to speak out, since they are 
usually young and unmarried, coming from poor bac'kgrounds and jobs are not easy to find. 

This isconfirmed in the first hand experience of a field-level staff member of a well known NGO in 
Orissdjwho has been arbitrarily dismissed from work. In a public appeal for support, she has drawn 
atfention to women facing sexual harassment in NGOs. In her words, "Many heads of voluntary 
orgnisations and senior employees sexually exploit women workers by threatening them with the : 

j 
loss of jobs if they do not comply. I myself know of many such incidents.. These-women are not able ' 

;] 
to reveal anything for fear of losing their jobs, social stigma and further sexual assault. It is tragic, 3 
@I& 'those who are appointed in voluntary organisations to work for people's well being and f 

empoyyerrnent . . . ~  are themselves denied conditions of minimum security" (Translated ). 4 
'C 

We interviewed one of the five junior doctors of Maulana Azad Medical College, who in 1996 filed 
a case of sexual harassment against the Head of the Department of Dermatology and Venereal . 

he doctors had been tolerating his dirty jokes, obscene remarks and light talk with 
ndoes for a long time. They finally decided to take him to task when he locked one of 

an OPD-room with a naked male patient. A long protest action and campaign ensued an 
,jS still pending in the courts. 

of Sahell, who is a doctor, related many instances of harassment that she and hc 
faced in the beginning of their internship. A pat on the cheek or on the shoulders by 

and consultants In the operatlon theatre or wads used to be very common. 'We never 
!&ad to the HOD or the MS, as we were scared, tlmld.,." Ll~htjokes would be made by male 

whlle they used te be en 24 hours duty. Slnoe there would be only one Dedorn' Duty 

( ( ( 1  



Room, a senior had.apce joked ttiat theywuld all sleep together! Such instances used to be very 
unnerving for her.-i& other doctors of a -pkmier government institution said that women doctors 
do face harassment when thev are n& in t h e ~ F O ~ & ~ . 0 n e  of them ielated a harrowing incident - 
she had faced in her early years. An Associate ProfeSSor oncestarted talking aboutgenile erection, 

L completely out of context when she was meeting him alone in his office. He went furtherto explain 
to her theiundioninD of an instrument that is used to measure erection in cases of male infertility 
and impotency. She fen extremely disgusted with the man. tt was only after a long time that she 
realised that the incident was nothing short of sexual harassment. 

Some of the nurses in a gayermnt hospitalwere hesitant to-admit~thatexual harassment 
does take place. They repeatedly emphasisedthe .protection of being-unieni?ed;The reluctance 
to speak could p o s ~ i b l j ' ~ e  because they,felt that their profession does nmtg&.the respect it 
deserves. They felt Mat fney are accorded lower status than doctors, even though h e y  too go 
through rigorous trainfng. hooreover, there isan underlying speculation that nursesare romantically 

involved~ith~dootors they work with. An office bearer of a nurses' union 
at a piternig.r.medical institute said that their demand b wrap western 
style un&rnr and adopt saris as their uniform was 1irillcerE.h the 

.g&nigration-awl tridalising of the nursing profession. Despite initial 
reluctance; the nurses came up with all kinds of incidents that occur. In 
one instaflce, Syaung resictentdoctor caught hold of the nurse on duty 
in the-KU andi:kissed'rher.?Afl mquiry was conducted, andtinally his 

"1 once hmd:tht servicestwre tmirmted, 

nice? you Ilke to outforWmnerandspen6 thenl&trtwith hirir.&@fled, and.infanned the 
. have her?" nurse,.who complained againstthe MS. TPleMS then claimed that the 

nurse was suffering fmm psychiatric;problems and got her admitted into the ward. The MS is 
apparently welCknown.for seeking a night out with every young woman he comes across at work. 
Very recently, he has been suspended owcharges of corruption. >.A. . I 

Nurses face harassment from outsiders tdo. One of the nurses narrated how, when &eW&:attending to 
,I a patient, she overheard the patient's' relatives talking abbut her, "Isnt she nit?? VbFbtild.you like to have '. 
1 

her?" She added that such experfences are common, but they have to leain to lgnore s"ch remarks. , 
These nurses stre&eU that theirempfbyiil8fit _ <  . _  ina g<\~dm~eii i  in"&htion offered a relatively high 

I degree of securi~b'b;n$d~(l'al'harassrkeht.Thls proiedbn was sorely lacking in private nurihg 
homes characterfs~~'bqi'i&i wages, lon$& w~rkii ig h-ours and no job security.   ore over, since 
many of the new ent&~?~~irito'lhe'~ro~e&~on are migrants from Kerala, they are less capable of' 
defending themselves from sexug &&itnds'linked up with job security. 
unfamiliar with the language, and oflen dependent on the job for their housing too, leaves them 
moreopen to exploitation. Unfortunately, we were notable to speak to any of the nurses currently 
employed in private nursing 
worked in private nursing hpmes. 

. 
A Class 1V emplbyke of a govern 

- at the workplace leads to jealousks:bfil'@i.inale colleagues then 
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equency and severity of harassment increases as we go down the income levels of working 
omen. While some confront the harasser openly, inany women choose to ignore, take precau- 
Ins, modify or regulate their interaction at the workplace. For a larger section of women there is 
I other option butt? tolerate harassment - with anger and humiliation. These coping tactics speak 
bottpsistance and the fight for survival in a hostile work environment. 

B L U RWEEl#&%t ;::::::~..~:i:,., 
.'llvl"":; ,..... *(' !&$&.?,\\Ey,j,;! 
as*. .. -",...a* .,., 

Discrimination against women, aIthougtppWL~j#&q ;ji:.::::. ... "."II:, 
different professions and occupatioris?~ttl@ .,,.. 
opportunity in a range of typically male-donif& 
Women 
labourel 

pay for 

are often-not taken seriously, and 
s do not get equal wages as men, 
equal work. Agrlcultwral labour, c 

despite-lak declaring that women should receive "equal 
onstr~cidn 1abo.u;;- ,wen labourers in the government's 

epployment guarantee schemes do not recelve equal wages 
. , , , . ,  

&Tti@,issue . ., . of gender discrimination at the workplace'was'raised~by a number of women in the course ,*. .::: 
: QFoul'lnte~iews. A lawyer said, "As soon as I joined the profession; I faced a gender bias. The *-:;.- - &ttkfe of' male colleagues and judges is non-serious. Either they don't take you seriously or they 

%@'at .,$.. you. Many timegjunior women,lawyers are riot given work by seniors." She fell that this type 
%~%Fassment causes a lot of mental tension but that it is difficull to relate it to the definition of z;;,::,, . - p e l  harassment in the workplace, as given in the guidelines. She further added that once a 
s-'. 
+u(oman is able to establish herself and gets an equal footing, gender discrimination is a way to keep 
,- . 
%ir2d,wn. An emMoyee of a small private firm pointed out that in many offices women are asked or . =; . ' 

"a.?de to do more work than men. The new entrants especially, are asked to work for longer hours. 
:.?h&'m+ . .  . not directty . be . sexual harassment, but the fear of such harassment is ever present. An 
jednbr of a publishing'house said, 'My own experience suggests that for many women the issue is 
more about gender discriminabon than sexual harassment as such. being passea over for promobons ; 
being paid lower wages, being on less secure conhacts, fighting for acceptable maternity leave, 
child care provisions, etc.' A scientist said that discrimination at the workplace is quite often anb- 
woman and does not necessarily consbtute sexual harassment. These and many other 0bseNabon~ j 
in the inte~ews ernphasised on a strong gender bias, wh~ch 1s equally damaglng and traum&c for 
m e n  It trivialies women's work and is a total non-acceptance of women on an equal basis. 

In our understanding, when gender discrim;nation is so rampant in almost every area of work 
-a1 harassment Rnds an easy ground Th~s structured form of wolence occurs in a context of 

.'unequal power relationships. Thus women do get v~ctimised by the employer, the boss, the contractor, 
''tile manager, subordinates and colleagues too. Focus ng on this form of violence in no way re&ces 
the vast spectrum of gender discrimination. H,ghl.ghbng sexJal harassment is a concened attempt 

':to give recognition to a specitc form of v:olence women face at the workplace. We have to confront 
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W O ~ ~ H  grow up having faced sexual harassment e v e r ~ ~ R ~ ~ ~ % ? B f i ~ ~ a # r g .  In 1 

degrees, women leam to cope with it in theipown ways. Afeminist sociologist opined, 'As weall 
grow up accepting in some way or-the otherthislClnd of intrusion in our physical and private space,. 

[ we take it for granted (unfortunately), and learn to aibePt it to someeextenttt A 29-year-old caw&er 
confirms this view, 'I have faced a lot of harassment and teasing in school and later in the Law 
Faculty. In a way, youget used~to it ..... l'f 1 wanttostaqfn th i lp f i fe~ ion .  I have to learn to deal with 
it." 'Learning to deal with it' comes with the experience of coping,. At the workplace, there is no 
escape from the perpetrators of this form of harassment. As our interviews confirmed, women 
evolve a variety of ways to deal with it. 

A senior journalist suggested, "It is better to try to establish equations at the workplace 
differently. Then you get treated with more respect. For instance, calling seniors 'sir'to avoid - .- familiarity, dressing conservatively, etc." Another way of coping 

O V E R T ~ E  seems to be to act hostile. A woman working-lascan UdC i n a  
Ministry said, 'I simply snub men. It works. -Be.hostile.':Give 

'OMEN 
dirty looks.  dip at th&m.You do not need to do more th in  

MECHAN1SM5.T0c0PE that." A Class,lV employee in a government hospital said 
WITHTHIS MENACEi that offence was her first defence. 'You have to be careful not 

ITREMAINSTOBESEEN to be too friendly with men. 1 always behaved with coldnessto 

WHETHERTHE create a distance between us." Altering one's own behayiour, 
emelged as a common method of coping. A curb on one's 

COuRTGU'DELINES natural behaviour becomes essential to keephale cglleagues 
CAN STRENGTHEN THESE at a distance. A clerk at the Ministry of  ailw ways says that she 

WAYS OF RESISTANCE does not engage In verbal fights. She suggested, " ~ i v e  a w l d  
-*- and stern look ... sit like that. It's painful, but It works." This 

idea Is echoed by a nurse at the AIIMS, 'Be stern. Dress simply. Laugh less. Giving a . blank . 

look also helps." In this way, each woman discovers 'what works'. 

Many women simply ignore all kinds of harassment without showing any vistble rea~ibn,which. 
needless tosay, is a difficult proposition. Another Minist jernployee said, "ItIS.better to ignore than 
to fight ..." women usually give ventfo theirfeelingswhen they meetfor luncheorasthey lesetheir 
workplace. Finding &me outlet fortheir anger and humiliation with friends, gives some relief. 'We 
have our own circle of friends in the office. we share and discuss evelything. If one of us is feeling 
low or disturbed, she is cheered.up by the others.'One journalist said that she made a special effort 
to have a number of friendsat the office. A couple of women workers stated that they could only 
talk about it while walking back home. "We crib about it on ourway back. We abuse them amongst 
burselves. It takes care of our tension. what else can we do, other than share in this manner?' 1 
What emerged was that middle-class employees do not usually confront colleagues, but resortto 
more passive ways of coping, such as ignoring and giving stem-looks. 

In contrast, factoryworken said that they offen settle disputes there and then if it involves a 
worker. It is mostly harassment caused by supervisors orthe management that they feel helple 

- 
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company in particular feel terrorised by the daily sexual harassment 
asked howthey cope with it, the answerwassimple - hope and prayers. 

urce of suppbk, this is the only option. As one worker put it, "Everyday, 
eep hoping that wBare not humiliated. It can happen any time to any one. So . 

?dying to God, 'don't let it happen today'..' The humiliation and shame women feel in 
hive atOhosphere of this factory is described bji'inother woman, "This factory is notorious . 

I don't tell my neighbours that I work here. If my children are asked, they have been 
I work in a hospital." 

absence of laws and guidelines, women have overthe years developed their own mechanisms 
e with this menace. One reason for evolving such coping strategies is the general sense of 
in making complaints or from the feeling intemalised by social processes that such incidents 

=%'%part of life. It remains to be seen whether the Supreme Court Guidelines can complement 
Coping tactics and strengthen these ways of resistance. 

TO IPIIU 04 NOT TO IPIIU ? 
[ I PI4ItItIl4l Dl l I f f l f f l I  I 

'harassmeni:has for long been shrouded insilence, notjust at the workplace, but in the home, 
mmunity and on the roads. In the workplace it has been portrayed as a 'natural' corollary of 
mg out of the home and'lentering the 'big bad world'. Women have been conditioned to 
ethat they should prepare themselves mentally to face such incidents and not make a big 

of it. Women are reluctant to come out openly and complain against sexual harassment for a 
% . . 

or G s o i i  isthe shame associated , with ,. ~ u k h  %. , hirassmehl and the fear df being blamed f h  
rs. $ered$,ql$o 8" gvebhelming sense of guilt imbibed over the 

itioning. Women feel that somehow, they are themselves responsible for 
. As ili the cise o'f ripe, where the victim is made to suffer socially and 

ically, a sexually harassed woman also liveswith a number of apprehensions. One nurse, 
we makefoo much noise about these incidents, we may not be able to get 

TJle stigma attached to the victim of sexual harassment is enbugh of a deterrent, which 
en with little choice. 

;ti&, kame? do not complain becausethey feel that no one will.believe 
out by manj. ivomen thkt~both, male and female colleagues, tend'to find 
complaining of sexual'tiarassm.ent, for instance, calling her ajlgiessive, 
3 addi:d; etc. In one instance, ihe & , o f  a premier hospital w h q w s  
ssment retaliated by declaring that the-complainant, a nuFe, was insane. 

badmittid intg the psychiatric ward. A wornal who dares to complain against , . sexual 
t i s  seen as boldand aggressive - t i i ts  which a& nfl regarded as positiye for a.:.feminine' 
"on the other hand, seniors, bdises and employers when accused, bfseiual hahssment, 
t the'vioman complainant is keff icient'or lazy:' and in order to cover up her 
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own fauns is making out a case of sexual harassment. A member 
of Saheii who has worked in an advertising agency also pointed 
out that in the male-dominated world, professional women feel that 
raising the issue of sexual harassment may detract from their 
'professionalism'. In orderto mix in as 'one of the boys', women often ,\ attempt to avoid projecting their identity and their Prob~&ns as women. 

MANY WOMEN 

POINTED OUT THAT 

WOMEN WHO 

COMPLAIN OF 

HARA55MENTARE 

NEVER TAKEN 

BERIOUBLY AND 

INSTEAD BECOME 

OBJECTS OF 

RIDICULE 

Many women pointed out that women who complain of harassment 
are never taken seriously. Instead they are laughed at and become 
objects of ridicule. One woman said that people start looking for excuses 
for not taking an unequivocal stand in favour of the victim. For instance, 
they may say, "Her character may be dubious, she might have provoked 
the man, she may actually be involved with him sexually, etc." 
Unfortunately, there is a general presumption that those who face 
such harassment are some kind of 'bad' women, while 'good' women 
would never find themselves in such a situation. Women colleagues 
too are reluctant to get identified with such a woman. This seems to 
stem from a'belief that ifwomen behave in accordance with the limits 
set by a male dominated society, they can save themselves from such 
harassment. 

Women who complain also become the suGects of office gossip - a fate that many wish to avoid. 
Lack of support within the office was also cited as one of the reasons why women do not protest 
against sexual harassment. Colleagues - both male and female - he,sitate to support the woman for 
fear of inviting disfavour of their boss or 
isolated and lefl to fylht a lone baltle. n w - e . .  uk! -. ,. . . . . . -  . .  . . .  .. !. . - 1 
Afeminist university professorpointed out that opposition comes from those who refuse to recognise 
that such things happen When anyone points out such harassment, there is a general feeling, 
"This person wants to create a problem for her colleagues and forthe instflution." She also obsewed 
that this could also be viewed as part of the process of the decline of democratic traditions, for 
examde. of trade unionism in colleaes This contributes to the isolation of women who then have I . . - 
no space to protest against injustice. 

The repercussions of raisfing the issue of sexuai harassment also a& as a deterrent against 
complaining. This feeling was echoed by many other women who had tried to pursue their own- 
cases of sexual harassment or had tried to help a colleague or frietid who had gone through such 
experiences. A senior lecturer in a Delhi University campus college narrated how she almost single-, 
handedly pursued the case of a Class IVfemaie employee in her college who wassexuaiiy harassed. 
As a result, the President of the college Karamchari Union tried to hit her. Since she tried to 
mobilise outside support for putting pressure on the college Governirig Body and the lpqui 
Committee, she was viewed as a threat to peace on the campus. Matters reached s.uch a hea 
that a case was registered against her. Thus, besidesthe stress and strain of followi& the complain 
thmugh;she had to deal with criminal casestoo. Many women pointed out that waking life b&me 
so uncomfortable once you raise the issue that it is difficult to continue in the same workpla 
"Especially in small organisations, once you make a complaint of this nature, you have no future. 
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pyj~r~r@.son for n o t . s - ~ l ~ i n l n g ~ a , i ~ ~ t s e x u a l t h a c a s ~ e n t  is thefeily of d ismiwh 
! . L /  :/ . 
~€pQ:~@cudy '  lnt$.ciy?Q 

passihi~y6f l+gyhtijqb - ."'; e :.. . 
.garr~gntlntgctories.on piece-rate 
wgtine, 66) canno?,compla~". 

. . . .  ~ .. ece.$s$ry, fa,ult. W h  thei~wo&.. The r n ? n ~ e m e r i t . r e , ~ ~ t o .  jejr _nq~g+ and. - 
fhe supervisor, claikiing that it must be the ~oman'*~fault .~qm~p:&.rke,q~~r@ 

ned that thevwill be chucked out of their jobs if they persisted in their com~laints. Co- rn srs, .although they witness harassment, do n i t  intelveie'because of ec,~nom~necessi(ies 
fear o f  losing the job: 'Why invite trouble unnecessarily?'. . .  . 

. I  . i 

".; . i 1.. ~ . . 2, .. 

. .! 4 .  . ~' 

ussions following the lodging of a complaint usually add to the mental to~ture of the 
o is sexually harassed. For inslance, a iawyerwho ~ . was .-. . . ~  molested ~~~ . . some ~ time ago, by the 

'on President ~ i i d ~ h i f ~ ~ ~ i a t e s , ~ w a ~ . m a d ~ ~ ~ s ~ f f e r ; e ~ e n  mq[e afler she tried to 
him. Not only thai.t#e poi& &f8sed!o ~ntenteive&%6fcareertoo suffered, sin.- 

out of the Bar Association. and had to face a hostile atmosphere at the Sessioils 

ffender himself! 



Women in the private and unorganised sector revealed that making a complaint against sexual 
harassment can invite severe reprisals in the form of whipping with a rope, pulling their hair, 
kicking etc. In one case cited earlier, a woman who complained was badly hurt when the 
supervisor pulled out her stool just as she was about to sit. When the wages are piece - rate, 
pieces produced by women who dare to protest are rejected, leading to loss of wages. In many 
other cases, women are simply removed from their jobs on the pretext that the company does 
not need them anymore. 

In the case of a Reader mentioned earlier, one of the accused abused her and attempted to hit 
her in the staff-room. Later, a colleague used sexually abusive language against her. Criminal 
cases were put up against her and her husband, also a senior lecturer. On top of this, the 
Karamchari Union (to which the accused belonged) passed a resolution demanding action 
against her. Further, a karamchari was suspended from the Union for hissupport to the employee 
who had been sexually harassed. 

THE FACT THAT 

THE INSTITUTIONS OF 

LAW AND ORDER 

ARE BASTIONS OF 

MALE DOMINATION 

ADD TO THETRAUMA 

OF WOMEN 

SEEKING JUSTICE 

In a case taken up by Saheli, a woman employee with a permanent 
job was suspended, and later dismissed for daring to complain 
against sexual harassment. Criminal cases were filed against her 
by the accused, while the police refused to even register her case. 
In addition to the trauma of the incident, and the soc~al and 
psychological consequences of coming out in the open, this woman 
had to wage battles on several fronts: the labour d~spute, criminal 
charges, and contempt petition against the company. 

Dealing with the police and legal system can be an exhausting 
and frustrating experience, as expressed by the junior doctorwho 
registered a criminal case against her head of department. The 
fact that these institutions are bastions of male domination adds 
to the trauma and stress of women pursuing cases. In addition to 
this ordeal, a lot of money and time is also spent, which becomes 
an additional burden. I 

I 

IN previous sections indicate that there are a number of factors, which make women hesitant to 
talk about the problem of sexual harassment at the workplace and seek redressal. When a woman 
picks up courage to speak about it, help and support, especially at the workplace, is crucial. The 
absence of support not only compounds her emotional trauma but also leads to a loss in self- 
confidence. A woman's credib~lity is itself questioned. Support from colleagues, friends and even 
family members is thus critical. Many times such support helps to pursue the case rather than 
fighting a lone battle. The sense of solidarity that builds up during the whole struggle may turn out 
to be an effective deterrent, for all potential harassers. 



fwomenffelt that there is a great need 
nd [help woman who face sexual 

r that such support is not 
: Unfefiunately, many women we 

gave a veqpessimistic account of the type 
fithey got: The general feeling we got from 

o women was; "No one supports the woman; 
victim gets isolated and is told to keep quiet 

utthese matters." Supporting a woman who raises 
ssment can have several 

erne consequences such as: threat to the job; 
Ilinpl..the service book or confidential report; 

g promotions orincrements; false cases; 
ising relationships with colleagues, including 

ffender and subtle Forms of harassment. at the ., 

Iace. It istherefore not surprising that colleagues 
o.:find reasons for not supporting a victim. "No 
wants to add more problems to their own lives," 

id many women. 
THE SENSE OFSOLIDARITY 

scientist we interviewed 0bSe~ed that there was THATBUILDS UPDURING 
:single trend on the question of support to the THE WHOLE STRUGGLE CAN 
man. Some colleagues unconditionally support the 
man, while others support only in return for help TURN OUT TO BE 

ndered to them bythe victim in some othersituation. AN EFFECTIVE DETERRENT AGAINST 

areare alsalnany who openly support the.0ffende.r. ALL POTENTIAL HA&SSERS 
metimes, jealous colleagues end up enjoying the 
ole incident. Not only male colleagues; women wlleagueptoo, are oflen not supportive. One 
man stated that women are also competitiveand suspicious, so they do not help other'bomen. 

support is available, it is at a very personal level. According to one woman, "If one has a 
ends' circle, one may get support." 

situationswhere all women are placed in an equally vulnerable position, for example in f a c t o l ~ ~ ~  
iprivate firms, it is difficult for them to support each other qpenly. Women working in such 
ationssaid that they fully undentood the pain and humiliation that each of them had to undergo. 
hay were unable to help each other for fear of losing their own jobs. One woman worker 
~tted, "If anyone is ha~assed, other w~rkers will not say anything. All are concerned only with 
own work and earning their own-bread. I am also like that. No one helps or cares forbanyone." 

n where emotionaliand moral support is given,. it has to remain invisible to the management. 
ne can individually dare to support - if at all it isdone, it has to be done as a group. Reiterating 
uiew, a nurse in a~government hospital said, 'Why will wlleagueshelp? Everybody lives in 
'om world. At leastthere is a Union.to keep us together, otherwise nobody gives-a damn for 
pe-else." The helplessness of workers in such situations is articulated by.a yorker in a tyre 

,"Working Ontwo shifls from 9 am to 6 p.m. and 9 p.m. is2 am -where is the time to help 
r even complain?" 
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- *, Amongst other reasons forthe lack of support from colleaguesin the: 
, ?  workplace is the prevailing social attitude, which blames the woman 

ITIS APPARENrTHATIN and holds her responsible for the incident. The assumption seems to: 
A51TUAT10N~~RN . ~ .  .. be'that sudh women do got 'deserve' to be helped. Aspersionssrs 

WITHCONFLICT, cast ab.out her character, natureSetc;This victimisation of the woman 

lNSECURlNAND is extended to those who Support her. NotsurptiSingly, women do not: 

OPPRE55IVE 
want to bebranded insuch a manner and thus they hesitate to openly 
support a colleague. 

CONDITIONS, 

A WOMAN WHO DARES A worker in an export-garments factory spoke of the futility of 
TO SPEAKUP IN -making complaints, since nobody, not even women, stand by,her. 

5UPPOKTOFANOTH~K 'Complaints boomerang. Some women workers skleziwiththe+ 
management and supervisors against anybody who complains.. ~ 

'5HER5ELF5ELD0Ms That will bring them the favour of the management." Why do: 
UNDERSTOOD-% wPtnen sidewith the management ? Is it simply fear of losirig the: 

RE~PECTE~,,, job? It is apparentthat in a.situation torn,with conflict, insecurity;; - " and oppressive Conditions, a. wom,e:tl who daresto -speak. up is 
seldom understood or respected. Even female:coiworkers failto.sBe this,struotured form of 
~ppression. It cannot be assumed that a woman will understand a woman betters- . - :. ~ ~ 

~. . , ,  

.As our interviews revealed, many women did receive support in several ways from their wlleagues 
in the workplace. For instance, a worker in a garment factoly declared that she always stood up and 
spoke for young girls who were harassed but were too scared to speakabout it. Similarly, the Class IV 

: employee in a campus college received unstinting support fmm the Reader mentioned earlier. A .  
' 

doctor who is puriuin$.a case of sexual harassment against her head of department.spo&e.of the- 
immense support she initially got fromhei colleagues, both female and male.'Thisi~ial suppofifor 
the dodon'struggle however, did not remain sustained. In one case, the matter of sekOPl harassment 
cbuuld tie taken up because of a sympathetic senior woman manager. If there is a sympathetic third 
party in authority, victims can pick up the courage to lodge complaintswith greater chances of getting, 
he&. Mofeover, we also found that in a few cases, for example, the Reader, though co1leagues:at: 
the workplace did not help, other friends and women's gmups fmm outside the institutiari extended 
support in different ways. 

. ~ , . ~~. , . . . ~~ 
~ ~ . ,  . . ~  

'h6'active support of Linions can be extremelyenergising for ri complainant. In a premie* 
government hospital, the nurses' union successfully pursued-the case of a nurse who was haFaSSed 
byadoctor in the ICU. In another instance, the union of an international bank had fully supported 

' 

the.complaint of sexual harassment made by employees against the management:Union memwtirs: 
told Saheli that they perceived the problem of sexual harassment as a grave threat to women;! 
and wer8'conscious of such violafions experien-md by their women membbrs. ' . . . 

. . . ,. . .  

Family support also couiits in h h  far the woman is-willing to fight it out. If husbarids and fathe 
are disbelieving;a-WCman who is sexually harassed finds it more difficult totake up the-matter. i 
Pin employee of C1 private company who was suspended for complaining against sexual harassmen7 

r:: i sdid that her mother'saupport Was very Important In her decision to go ahead:and-fight it  out;^ 

$iii especially since she was isolated in her workplace and received no support frmn-hercoileagues. 
1: t 





" . - . . ~ ~  
~UI~LIIII. ~ ~ h . a n l s m :  . . - wether or not such conduct &.$#ides an o f f e i i  !rider law o; A breach 

e, oftheseryice rules, an apppn'ate, time-boundcomplaiint&echanism shouldbe matedforre&essal 
of complaints. 

Complaints Committee: me complaint mechanim'shouMprO~de, where necessary; a Complaints 
Committee, a special counsell@r or other support se~ice; Confidentiality shoukdbemaintainedin all 6 t* dealings: . ,. 

. ~ 
. .~ 

@e Complaints. committee should be headed by a woman, and not lesithiin half of l t i kmbers  
shouldbe women. To prevent the possibility of undue influence from seniorlevels, such Complaints 
CommiUee~should involve a third party such as an NGO or other body familiar with the issue. This 
"-rnmiftee must make:an.annual repori to the concerned Government Department regarding the 

nplaints m ' v e d  and action taken. 

lew women had a clearly negative reaction to the proposal of a Complaints Commitfee. ll was 
_.two reasons: first, that theguidelin&seern to place too much trust on the employer for the 
'-ation of a Oomplaints ~ e m m i i b  thanh&employer is thebest protector of empioyees' 
-9rests. It overlooks the situation \Ivherean employer, a manager or an 6wner of a firm himself is 

perpetrator of sexual.harassnient: ' ~ ~ . -  

,,: . . , .. .. . ~ . .  . ~. 

' 
t +* Secondls ;-the generalexperience@f wdFnen 'with' law- and; legal 
1 THEGUIDEiINES . precedures has not bem* pdsitive;Thus they f&l,fhaflitfle or 

'.I 
.PLACETOOMUCH ' nothing would be achieved. For example, %:%I& inthe Ministry of 

1 ~ ~ 4 1 0 ~  ' Railways said, 'Even rape cases are difficult to prove - despite 
medical examination and other evidence. When something as blatant ' a s  rape does not get 'proved' and rapists are not punished, in cases i niEFOR~~TlO~OF of sexual haraksment it would be much more difficult to prove a - A COMPLAINTS' :'case becs'II6e Whe nature 05 evidence:' . . .- ~. coMMITTEg v . . . . . : .  -~ 3 , ,, ,:+,::,.a :,;-!? . ~ . < . <  . . .. -.. I ' . i .  . . 

c . . . ~  - - - HoWver,.Ule wi$@~ity;of the  worne en intefiiewed expressed.the 
' A"A5suMETHA~ ,- neird for sueh diimmittees; tho"& they were equally doubtful . - 

IMPLOYERlS -.abbut theirefflcacy. In the words of i n  empi6)iee of a private computer 
THE BEST 'fin. '~ t  is useleis; ~ u s t  a waste of time."^^ employee of a publishing 

m T E C T ~ ~ ~ ~  house said, "I .don't think that a Complaints Committee would be 
acceptable to many women orthe management if it's fcicuswas purety 

. . ,: -. EMPLOYEES' .on sermel harassment. It would be better tq combine various bSUes of 
INTERESTS discrimindtion- under one umbrella ... ;be6a"se'oth&r-forms df .. 

:I *' '!dis&imination perhaps play an equally important pirrt of their (&men's) 
~xperlences and the two issues may 00t be unrelated." A xientist reiterated..thls ~ i e w  also. A 

. T _ )  

.- ;. rehnist activist and joumaUst opined;'rather . . . %  than ju&&ing'"p 4 ~ ~ h ~ l a l n t s  ~bri;'mi&ee, work 
co$ditions$ho~lb be deined. ApljroprSate security.shou~kjwfahd parcel of workins conditions." 
.: - i :. ,~ ..- . c241 
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~ t r ~ n o y e d . "  According toasci+f#@t,~"womerbmay not : 

Wtb appraach for the fear of standing o& t:ing,identiQed .a$, 
&timi"JBub,young and unntamd nurses won't go there'. 
bfessed a nurse working at a government:hospital, t , , . -. -:i 

w.telth@Hheir l i u e ~ h o ~ d i s r n a 6 a ~ ~ ~ r ~ ~ n ~ d t ~ e y  are allowed -//// . . 

Wre a d m t  livingthere's no.nee$of.ay. cqmmilfge. They can. . . W U  -', -. .T 

al with otherthings on ttpiair-own. We f@ that~uct)~il,reaction to .i+. . ' 
. . .  g formation-Qf Gemplaints Committee came mainly-bew6e, for 3ese woven We.primary issue ; 

@af their survival: AU. other p m b l e m s j n c l u d i ~ t h e ~ ~ m  of $qua1 haressmy$,&me afler 
U.aThus,for these women, hamssment. by-police and MCD officials or gooidas wa; the main 
mcWhile for others, the general experien6@abp!t the ineffactivit)caf~ucb mecbqnisms.ytqb 
asnate from management being,pa@ of.it,Jack of supmrt to the$om~laigant, not belkvinith? 

-.... , .  .~ ...,...... < ~ :  ,,,,% ..,. ~ ~ 

bother ~eaderoplned thata ComplaintsCarnmittee is important asa first steptowanlwecognising '4 
w e -  &.such B pmblem. :asvrel!=asja p!we ,whw women can IWp?@Plpi@n, . ; 

&sector, eveclf it is for 'name Seke' asopineday a j o h 1 ~ t Y s 1 9 ~ 6 e t e n ~ n e d 4 h a t  the 
prof the guiddkres and a Complaints Commitlee w a ~ ~ l ~ ~ m e n r t w a r t i w l a t e  the 



problem and seek its redressal; 'Even thbugh I raised my wice against 
a senior colleague who harassed meat an official party, I was not clear 
about what action I could take. If this inddent had occurred afler the 
Bajaj. vs Gill case, or afterthe Supreme Court judgement, I would 
definitely haQe lodged a formal complaint against him." In the absence 
of a Complaints Committee, women donot know who.:to- complain to, 
whom to approach - the police or a women's group. Wornen:are hesitant 
to go to the police station for reportingthe matter because of the police 
constantly try to prove the woman wmng. : 

"lhcr6 has to be . Overall; quite a few women interviewed were hopeful, that a 
Some ibdres$al.' '. Complaints Committee could be effective and that it bould work as a 
It ~an'tbe like it '~xIetetrent.some of them were cautious saying that "we should try 
has kten So far.' '' ' -'and see" and that it could be effective if it is free of vested interests! 

A change 1s Supporting the general view of being effective as a first step, a 
needed. government 'employee aired her view in these words - "At least 

How it wi l l  work extreme cases can, come to the ComplaihtsCommitfee. There has 
Is left t o  be seen" to be some redressal. It c&nY be l iksit ha%: been so fa?. A change is 

needed. How it will work'is lefl f6. be seen." Shk also warned that 
'the inquiry Should not delve into-detailed questioning andasking stupid questions: That'sthe 
beginning of invalidating a case: It should not work like the police or the courts Who try aU. the 
time to' prove the'woman wrong ... what will be the use then ?" 

Functioning of the Complaints Committee: Those who spoke about the futility of having a 
omplaints commieeat  lhe workplace amel l  as thosi who dronglyfelt the need uf i t  even as a 

,,,ststep, expressed their apbrehensions aboufftiefuncti&ng of such a 'commitke. Most of them 
zxpressed a fear about biased, pro-management functioning, espwially if it was an internal 
?omplaints Committee, i.e.. a committee at the workplace constituted by the employer for probing 
)to t o w s  where the employedboss or senior officers could also be the culprits. Hence, themajority 

iQd the need foran ~ d e m a l  ~ o m d t t e e ,  so as to keep it out of the f ih~managemeht's power 
ucture and influence. This is especially true in case ofsmall piivate firms. To quotean employee 

of one such firm. "A mntralised type'*Complaints Committee- might help .more than evew, firm 
having it On the.<lines of Consumer Redressal Cells. In this way, the Complaints Committee; 
would remain outside the f m ' s  powr  structure." A jouinalist suggested a" independent, external! 

' 
Complaints Committee onthe lines of the Press Council, to cater to all media penonnel.  hi$ 
would be an attempt to ensure that in-house Complaints Committees are not influenced by editok 
and senior staff within newspaper establishments. 

Who should constitute the Committee? The objective is not just to heve a Complain 
Comm:ittew, but also to make it function impartially and effectively . .A number af suggesti 
came as to who should constitute the committee.   here were suggestions.to maJce,it manda 
to include a representative of the Unions or ~mployees' Associations (whereverthey exist) in t 
Compiaints Committee. Some.of them agreed with the Supreme Court:Guidelines for inclu 

; members of NGOs, women's.groups orsoeia.l organisations in the GamglaintsCommittee. T 
werefurther suggestions of including a member from~the media, Hlhi~h..:they feel will act a 



. ~ 4 i t i i i o n  i ~ ~ s ~ ~ ~ @ @ ~ ~ ~ ~ g d ~ ~ a w y e m i ; ~ ~ i ~ d ~ ~ @ a . p o l i c e , o f f i w r s , ,  
tiW0ffir;W, it?IhT&41 ~ p s t ~ ~ ~ s ~ ~ ~ ~ w ~ f ~ e ~ d ~ c r g a n i s a t i o n l  

~WT~S+maltyi~Mri~p&@E$ fHn3lPSst~,wWm& &&kll 'yr~msciom outspoken 

,: >,-I : , z . - ~ : < : ~  7 ... .ci:.: z. :ndSr.:, . .:  X..:IW i!j. i19.fci3=ji,;.; . . .  .;. 
?!T 

man wncem expressed was that a complaints Committee should :megy@%.not.just 
ue but they should also have good intentions and motives. Another concern 
mlnfiiiiee .should b e  effective md take~decis io~.~X~di t i~uSJesj I~~WJd 

&just. W i m t v i o  factory;>w&ecs, ! l n s a a f . w a a l e ~ s ~ ~ ~ ~ ~  exhere 
gnse of justlce7,!,:.'l : : . ' t\!;!, +I.+.:~,<, ' .  :I-: 

ployee of &publishing house is of the opinion that Complaints Committees will notworkin a 
'vate f i n ,  because employen would be-pafi of the committee. An employee of a garment 
dory said, 'it is pointless to have the management, including supervisors, in the Complaints 

milme.Yhey wlll always compromise in.fawour M e  company and E 1 
pt"fo:&hmge the: reptItat4an: .~f:the~mcompany",:~According. to an 

ptiirate!@@mpany;~'I;h~.&mpIajRt~ Cornminee is anothep ?he impa8bl15 

Ie ~'rtgnodhg the2management-~~playe@ian,fiict. The .. ..of'? t.om.~lajnts 
e consists of people hand-picked by the management. For C?.Fmittee 

, one of the so-called 'independent' committee members was constitutedentirely .' 

&rEnglthe elamW4c.inquipy :he&&e<iquire::into my alleged:,G. by,l?,qmb?raof ...,." 
uct.;Tke, imparWity,and get?d,linte@tions. of a ~ ~ o & ~ l a i n t s , ,  the ~,anr44!U~n&?~, ; .,? .:, .a 

ed:enlirelyby rnenibaraldf the~mana~ewe~schoice choo~ing..,, . ,, . :\ 

n t b N G O  mmbers i r~ lhsp~e~ent  oa~e,~,srefrien&:,i.;. Is quc9tjonable. . .. :; ,'! .1 n e r g e ~ e n t ~ ~ i n g j u s t i ~ i n s u c h ~ o i ~ ~ ~ m s t a ~ c e s . i s i k e ~ s k i n ~ .  Expeo+in$ j ~ t ~ c s , .  : ., . : 

~'1: .!r . , . , t . I  
5 

. :would bs likeasking ; : 4 
$ 2  . :  : , :  ...i- .-,. . u . .  ,>:. . ' > ,:: - - . ,  . . : .  : fvrthe moon" > , ;: . . 

m&r o ~ w a m e ~ e n d ~ d ; t h e , p w ~ I ~ i n ~ t k e . ~ ~ i ~ ~ ~ ~ g ~ @ i ~ ~ . ~ ~  , ., . , ., , :: , ,:. , :., .. 3 , ,  .> , . . 
s e n ~ ~ f i N G O s j n ~ t $ e 6 @ m p l q i ~ ~ ~ t i p &  &$f$u$k@e legitimacy enjoyed by NOO§ .. 

gn..o.nb~ra3,mask..~pA~w@ &$$&tj~~ljsatiq&,gpd opmercialisation of social anb .., 
0pnIellt &,%s b ~ ~ ~ @ i t @ n d s e ,  to* tirrf#ic.1aly&yr wa~ti~p+agd Crruption in these bodies. , I - 

9%ere;isi:an!i~asins;inci~nm ot ~~&481,h~a@IVq$~- of Gployees in NGOS, as 4 w d  Cg$!r.!r.in?e~~Jiews. lnsur opbion, the h e a d s r o c ~ ~ ~ q ~ ~ t i v e B ~ a f f s u c h N G O s  are least ~ 1. 
e@to playfhe roleofindependent arbi!ra!orsiq~~mplainls.Cornmittee@other institutjon 

, .--. >it.; . .. - : ' .  . .,i , . ; , . . : ;  ; . ,,. . . .  

ence of Warnen in the cornminee: There was a general consens&.o" 
b e ~ i n a C o m p l a i n M w ~ e ~ . p g ~ ~ e n t a g e  valyinwfrom-50-70%. The 

-the w m p l a i ~ t w ~ I i f e e 1  mwe fPae totqlkto female members;,t.bt the latter 
ynderstandthe p ~ ~ r b e ~ . t t ~ t i ~ w ~ ~ e ~ ~ ~ p S s i p ~ e s s  than, men would on such an Issue; their 

e.wld;mure;tha? womemvfil1:n~t be doubly.yictimised or harassed further and that ttle 
ill.get :a fairhearjng, . .!. ;. ,ic. - . , . , : . a .  .: .:, %t,..? .<, 

. . !, ' . .  , , ;. :i ;>;:,~~ !: . , . . .  , .,. . , . s . .  . * I  

~ ~ @ y n p ~ o y , e e s ! , w ~ r e ~  however, scaptlca~ .$bout. the p$2f@ma&-a$be~~ in a i 
Gom.@tte$,sa~n@~.hat "jt:is,+np@&sm.~& th@desewmf &qaq8 .will help. 

essw~rne,n p l a y ~ g ~ ~ e s ~ o o ~ + ~  ,see& fayouqj.. & & i r & ~ q p ~ c e ~ ~ ~ ~ q l ~ ~ s u r e  that they ! 
~ . 
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understand ourproblems. Men may not even consider this as a problem." A young dactor at 
Maulana Azad Medical College involved inthe case 
sexual harassment by several junior doctors, .opined bittedy that women are women's worqt 
enemies. 'We had an Inquiry Committee with two men and two women. The women were worse: 
The women committee members were friends of the culprit, and not surprisingly, the Committee 
gave him a clean chit. 

. ~ 

. . - . . 
Except for a scientist who is of the opinion that a 
female members, no ot,heE.woman was againsthaving 
Opined a lawyer. 'it should have equal 
have men also in it, otherwise they 
fiysterical women.' Also sensitive 
that ' a compassionate or well-meaning man will also be effective." 

In our experience, the mere presence of a woman in a Complaints Committee does not guarantee 
a pro-woman perspective. In several instances, even seniorwomen members in such committees 
have preferred to protect the reputation of the. institution rather than give a fair hearing to the 
woman concerned. Besides, it is a fact that they themselves may not be free from- patriarchal 
attitudes and biases. . . 

Support Networks: Considering the hesitation in lodging a complaint due to the fear of social 
stigma andlor losing the-job. etc.,-the need was voiced for building up popular support and 
support networks for mutual counselling and csnfidence-building amongstthe victims to enwurage 
them to lodge a complaint and pursue it.A,lawyer stressed thispoint on the basis of her own 
experience. She said that with popular suppbrt - especially:of male colleagues, there-are more 
chances that the culprit would amend his ways. She feels that going to bodies like Bar Council is 
useless as they are male dominated and are full of 'boss-like' characters. In the absence of 
support, whether it comes from friends, family, colleagues or a women's organisation, the victim 

loses courage and it becomes a lone battle. Said a domesticworker, 
"Even if the& is a Complaints Committee, people shouldgo in a 
group ... it is useless fdr a woman togo alone. Shewill'not be believed 
and only be further victimised." The basic feeling behind these 
opinions wasthat thevictim gets isolated in such situations and unless 
that situation ischanged, nothing can be achieved by merely making 
a law or constituting a Complaints Committee. 

In addition someLvomen also felt that there is a need to make this a 
public issue and have more dialogue with men on this problem. A 
journalist suggested having' regular meetings of women employees 

"Efforts must for discussing sexual harassment and other similar complaints. A 
be made t o  propagate scientist reported how her colleague who was being harassed by a 

. -. the  vlew t h a t  t h e  male colleague gathered enough courage to complain after sh 
'-%+- -_ .I culprit must be -attended a meeting held on campus to publicise the Baj&j vs Oil 
ailkdenou~ced, and not case. Since the offender was a contract employee, he was verball. 

the woman" 'reprimanded and his contract wag not renewed.According to 



. .  " 

lety to ugte on these ~ssugs a"d f i g m r i g h t s . "   he nee? 
aign was also voiced by afemi"ist.unive&ity prb~e&r;wh'drrdded, "There should be 

ment that will confront and attempt to change the culture regarding this issue." It was 
ly felt that rather than ignoring the existence of this.problem, efforts have to be made to 

people aware of it and propagate the view that it. is the culprit who is to be denounced and 
. . 

&iii'up,a need was felt,'in-general, tb have some redressal mechanism to deal with seiual ' 
ra iment  matters. A mechanism that will be expeditious, time-bound, sympathetic;_and- 
dm1anding not only to the Woman complainant but also ' ~ ~ a r d s - t h e - i s s u e . d ~ h o u l ~ ~ ~ r w o f  i 

thy-procedilres and unwarranted questioning. The people Cofistiiuting a 604hplaint.s Committee . . 
. ., kl be impartial and be able to render justice toth'e complaifiant' ~ ~ 

. .  . ..I 
1 

f Jotg should belaken to widen the s c ~ p e  sf the Complaints Committee to include harassment due 
Qender discrimination along with sexual harassment. Steps should be taken to define the work 
nditions to free it from any kind of harassmenl and provide appropriate security at workplaces. In i , 

diion tfre'caftipaiQii hasto betaken furthertor changing theprevalent sociaFatlitqdes, &pe&&lly' 
ong:men; W should work towarcls a futurehen the perpetrators of sexual harassment have t i  
enwnced 'md not the concerned-women. In the end,.wown shoulct muste~~the courageto 

ose the culprits and raise their voice. "A wrong is a wrong. One should notremain silent", as I 
1 y,voiced by a worker from a garment factory. ~ . . . 

I 

I 

I IFYOU. OR SOMEONE.YOU KNOW, IS  BEING SEXUALLYHAIZASSED, 
I HERE . ARE ~ SOMETIPSTHAT MAYHELPYOU CONFRONT'THE 9ITUAT101 

.. . 

... ? ,  ~ . ~, ,. 

, ;.. 

-.You can also regIsteranFIR wi th the  local~police and pursue legal action. 
hether or.not you decide f o take suchaction, you..aan also contac t  a 
omen's organisation which can offeryou helvand s r p p w t .  
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ROLE OF MANAGEM'ENT .~ . 

he offender was not an employee of the company, t h e t g g @ ) ~ ~ ~ ~ ~ t q  

. ~ g : a ~ w w ~ ( ~ @ a s - &  i i . p ~ f % ~ @ e , @ . ~ g q p p  
: .." iir. . , :. . 

. . . .. : , . ,  - . .  , , : .  . :, C.!~ . 

-a contkI6rf-~FelIMng-the~ .mmpMin@&iged~ 

; SUSPMDED The management of the;~mmpany,~i~&~MMllhg@h;he 

weewsbtheRompany.wt only :$%I@ 
:e.y+r@ i!he:real.issue, of-s,ep~al,@tx@ 
ike., a Eese o f - m i , s c ~ n d u ~ ~ 3 ~ ~ h e a l a ~ w a ~ ~ , e f l ~  

- 
d G - _ ; -  



: :,. ; _ t  , L --I' - .. ' .--7 - 1 

ahe 1% . e ~ ~ $ T e ? l ' t o m  m a n a $ i i i e n f i c a s e  in its ' 

DroDer Denoective. i.e.. as acase of sexual harassment and also aoorised . . .  . . . . . 
A FARCE, them of the Supreme Court Guidelines in dealing with such cases. But all 

THE MANAGEMENT .. along the management refused to concede that sexual,harassment had 
, .. . . ' 1 . 0ccurred;They ,also didnl like the idea of a women's-grquptntervening --. -. 

A COMPLAINTS and:questioned Saheli's credentials, insisting that we&e no.locusstandi 
to intervene in what they perceived as a 'labour case'. 

..$ . COMMIWE . : ,.;:. I ?. 

. . A ~ H A V ~ N G  i-- Negotiations were held with :the management, alongside attempts to 
initiatebtrninal promcdion4a~ eontempt of-court,wt$+e at the same 

, 8 .  ' b 1 5 ~ ! 5 ~ c ~ r ~ :  t i F w e  &&firi.&t@+Jea;with.* ,wiminal cham:insfautd again* 
BUSHE EU: ; Sm&&&y . . ~ . . >  .. . 

....: ? *  . . . . . ~~ 

The ,mnagqme'nt, held who werewitnesses to 
the incident gave the c6nclusion was 
reached that she was guilty af misconduct. ~khough the supreme Court Guidelines clearly specify: 
during the period when a woman's complaint of such harassment is being processed, care should 
be taken to prevent her furfher victimisation, Susheela was dismissed on 2.4.98. 

~- ~ . . z ~ .  

TTHE:LdBOUR COURT ..<~, 
: L t  

. . 

~ustieela had made a mrndfaint at tfie offiCeofthe.District Labour 
raised the issue of the Supreme Court Guidetines, but the Assistant Labflmmissionerwas 

He claimed that he had nothing to do with the Supreme Court Guidelines and sexual 
are.'not applicable'to him:~!~tBefore~owin!~w.enti~n~!haDLC~w~s.readyfoclose me,+se, 

sheda to get terminated.afler which,i@would become-a 'proper' case. Since the 
ce is onlyanarbitration body, it does not have poiers &J enf01.p anj&ing..~ 

Following our-intervention the DLC was compelled to hold another inquiry and bring out a report. 
enSaheli met the DLC,.who was a woman, she was quite interested in the guidelines, 
*her$elf.:bad no previou6:knowledge. 

... 6 . i t . ,  

itivity 6f.&titutiimd &ihe DLC s d k ~ e  ii& w&Il k n o 4 t b  need repetition. 
t$t$ithbiijuch iQt~~M,o.rkerrand . $  .... anti-wohgn . instituti6"s can at all help women. 

&ci ksh l l y  hzihdied'b~ lawyers.wti.o are unqvare about the Supreme Court 
s. In ~ u h e e l a s  case, her lawyer, dkespite s ~ ~ ~ e s t i o n s  from Saheli was unable to 
interpret and usethe guidelines inihe labour case. i t i e ' j h e s  in fhe ~abour  Court, 

o, are not aware of this judgement, and are not very receptive to the intervention of women's 

. , .- : i 
. ,. /.,, . . L  . - ". 

PENALISING THE VICTIM: . . - ~ ~ , . .. 

In a bizarte turn of eventistthe offenderhad 1odged.a complaint through the Judicial Magistiate 
got a criminal chse regktered agaifkt Susheela under section 325 of lPC (voluntarily 
hurt). 500 (defamation), 501 (printing defamatory ~t3tements~and'.506 (criminal 



~ ~ ' V  ~ ~ 1 ,  .:'~ :. ~ : 
'in.the Sessions Cou!t<,, ,: :.. + , . 

.: I 
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$he criminal cases against her 
&en ti1edMtI-i the intention of 
for the quashing of these baseless cases against ~. her. . ,' 

. . 

~ i ~ ~ ~ ( l i ~ ~ @ t l ~ ~ ~ ~ w l n . p & u ~ !  
~ 8 n n n E ~ l ~ ~ ~ ~ : ~ e  
,officials,-the oi!y magistrate a 

- u i l ~ u  nlrn 
~ m @ @ ~ ~ @ @ : + M f i w @ ~ @ ,  - m b P % r i : i  

~mplaints Committee had been~set UD, the m e a ~ m & , ~  
w&L(PIL'' 

.xr ;< . 

' " BAmP11PES"' mand to be reinstated. the manaaement went ahead withihe inauiw. 

p l i~w.  mvW.$iqur~wnpl'icu\Sflnel @@RW 
lchinerv were confirmed. TheJaw must be use 



I at the workplace has to take recourse to already existing laws. In the flrst place, given the 
comp41on and antl-woman biases of the police, even getting a FIR registered is a Herculean 

'i,:task, . . requiring enormous perseverance and dogged determination. Subseque.&ly, the penal .., :,,, 

,,.prgvisions applicable to such cases at;e IPC 509 (insulting thk modesty of a.wo"an). and ., 
'%&on 954 (&ault oi$se ifwiniinai force.to a woman with intent to.outiage hermbdesfy):.::: 
,..::.Asts evident from thewording of these pr&isions, the offbnce.is rooted in the patriarchal .: 

;. k .. .!' . 
.:.: 

notion of a woman's 'm,odesty8. Past experience with prosecution in rape trials has shown-" 
. , --that legal provisions @d proceduresare weighed heavily 'agdinst.women. ., .,,: ;.: .. , ..,. .; 

:::$.:ln.Eermsof a&iMha~<iiros$cuticin farsexual AaraSsment at the w o r k & ~ , ; , { h r q ; ~ ~ ~ a I . , ~  . .. , , , ,.., 
.' , ., issues ak bm\rght.to bearon the complaint: ,. 
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':I. 'con~nt'~Th&'woma"has-to estak* ipgt s& dii  cor;&n,:io the ,offender,s.~.. ..,. 
.i$.b&&i<$(i, . ~ @ : s i s . & f i i h ~ d i ~ & u i t $ $ ~  p~&ei&.j~ce%. ~ s ~ U ~ l ; y ~ ~ ~ w O f n a n y w l O , , ~ ~ j u ~  
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, ~ ~ ~ - ~ . ~ ~ a ~ ~ l l y . h e ~ m S p o n & e  f& h$"ing k ' in je~  the hg;assment;Thevi$pn'&de:de:&f$:& !: 
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I 3. Corroborative evidencelwitnesses : Slnce evidence in cases of sexual harassment 
issubjective (e.g. was the behaviour 'oblectionable' or not, was the advance 'unwanted' 
or not) a lot depends on the perception of the witnesses (if any). If a woman has got no 

.:; :: :.. &:$%~JF?U~@ tq:voffice,:$he will find it extr@?elydifficultt~ prqYe her w.s,e. ,ln. ~u~heel~'~,(i:.,. .. .:..- ..; , , . ... :: ..., ,,,. .; .,:J:. .:::.. 
!::::+q+..ali the witnesses; though &omen, gave evidence against'her.:Fhus,jf Mtrie~es::?',: 
: . ,..;, . .. ,, "... , : m : B ~ ~ h . ~ l e ' ~ ~ d ~ ~ & ~ i ~ ~ ~ t ~ i S i d ~ ~ i ~ ~ ~ ~ . ~ h ~ ~ a ~ ~ g e ~ ~ b e c a \ l s ~ & ~ ~ ~ c & ~ y ~ & m i ~ c S ; ~ O ~ ~ ~ ~  . . . . . . . . ., .,..: ;,.?e~?u%,of,pb ,inseqrityit%;wo$an'$ own statement will n i t  be corro&'&ted. in". 
,+,*;:, .:,:" " , . '. , :, ..: . , . , . . . . . 
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Atis yet to. be seen how best.these guidelines can be usebtmhe advantage of women in the labour 
aarket. In Saheli, our healthy scepticism abwt law and legal procedures persists. At the most, the 
isvidelines can be seenasproviding one concrete step towards registering a complaint or seeking 
.wressal i f  a woman wants. :It is a ready mephanism.for.the woman who decides totake a culprit 

task. In implementing.these guiddines,,thece is bound to be a sea of obstacles, as even our 
ijimited experience of handling cases show. 

I 
. . . . 
':&many of ou; interviewees said,>heguidelines can also act as a deterrent amongst potential 
'harassers. There is no doubt that the Sppreme Cou? judgement has lent visibility to the issue of 
sexual harassment at the workplace. Glning,petljaattedion, the issue has been brought intothe 
ppen as a common problem faced'by women, ialher thantieing reported as sporadic incidents. 

I;,P:C . .  .! . , . 

t he  variousdefinitions used inthe $i&li&s a 6  yet to  undergo the rigour of legal arbitration. 
Women's long experience with the law hassh6hn that'tigid iind specific definitions have been 
.counter-productive in seeking juaice. Mqst gfJe,n, fhe legal domain has been used to reinforce the : domination of male, upper ~la&,.up~.er~$eflc( othej powerful interests. Law is only one crucial 
area of redressal for,violence $g~insJ)yo$np~~~am.ongst other strategies of resistance that women 
,pvolve. It is an arena ~ f . & n t e n d ~ g ~ l a ~ ~ s  . _ and realities. It is here that we seek to define and 
,assertthe realities women. fp in  . . .  a! , tl@i$complexity. . ~ct ively implementing the guidelines, to test 
.out their efficacy and I O O ~ ~ Q I ~ ~ , ~ ~ Q " ! ~ P ~ : ~ ~ ~ , Y ~  i n  re-defiing or bringing about amendments. 

'I is clear that 
the maiter of Sexual ONLY ONECRUCIAL 

fundamental AREA 
conflict of interests 
and worker. It is OFREDRE5SAL 

%he employee at  ORV VIOLENCE 
resolve a case of sexual harassment? In- reality, this is far from the AGAINSTWOMEN 

th. In fact, the manageqgnt,(Yift&$s.to acknoyAedge the incident of AMONGST 
exual harassment because. it#&he_sto disengage ;&elf from the 
frsponsibility put on it.& &he.,&,URl3pe C W  Fuid,elines. The 
mpl0yeeSS assertion results i@a,,c@i&with tb w q ~ s m e n t  which SI~,%TEG~ES of 
ses its power position to s g ~ ~ m s s f p e  matter q & m f i s e n o t  only RESISTANCE 
e subordinates. but a h .  sqathg$ut.b~C#i@, like&pe&&ice,,.pxxts etc. 
oreover, filing a 'labour' dispute or allegation of 'misconduct' is a diversionary tactic to side- 
ck the matter, since the labour disputebecomes-important for economic survival. 

b .:<..,a.i' . .a SW gcis\n bps i i .  ::. 

hile the guidelines can be an i m t i a n t  tool to cou#e~4hri%~menace, we need to improve our 
ing strategies and other forms of resistance too. difforts can be geared towards creating an 
reness of the problem and a willingness to act upon it because the creation of a non-threatening 
osphere isanintanglble thWnWaw can achieve. In the cascofmutine harassment faced by 



workers, the guidelines will not help, whgn harassment is so rampant a@ on such a wide scale. I 
The culture of the workplace needs to be %lreiu'khanged. VUe'need f6pressurise authorities 1 
and managements to the extentGe can,&.a6 wga~is-&mannq,~io a d  upon this issue. Trade 1 
Unions and ~mployees"~ssociations, whereveipreSnt. need to take up this issue with serious ; 
commitment. I 

i 
The'fight Bgainstsuch harassment in the workplakis dso a challeng~tti'chai@e the,dominant 
notionsofwomen's SeASlify. It is not upto women alone to pr6siffVe their 'izzat: arid be &kponsible 
fopits 'grotection'. 'opp'iessive acts' by hierishouid:not have:the pOt#€itd*shatter this 'inar, ,'aiid 
&nage w8meri'S self-cdhidence and.self-worth:'+h@ Workplace~ilsb Winforces this Struct'ured 

,. . . - .: f6rm-of viofence, whfch-dehigisites women'$S:kexual"objects. Our 
THE FIGHT professional status and cdhipetence & 'bndtdntly"iindermineiJ~by 

  GAIN ST SUCH.,^,, anentpn being, directed at our looks only. Moreover, it is only women 
who coilform to male defined' notions o f  'the i d e a ~ : w ~ a n " ' ~ o  are 

.: ..lj( . 
- borisideied\iictiins worthy of sympathy. ~s ier t lv i 'ahd co"Yident Wnieh . .i J<:  ' .  INTHE z WORKPUCE who defy mi le 'stereotypes of 'femininiff'15re.th6mselve~ blamed for 

, . ;. ,. ;.l'"(i><: <!..,$l", .;. . 
19 AL50' a$ oppre&ioniihey are subjected to. -Cha~f&gmg theke.asstiiiptIons 

, .., . . :. A CHALLENGE and notitions is a simultanequs . battle . ~ i t h : l ~ : ~ ~ s ~ ~ ~ ~ ~ s g c y r e  better 

' - -TO;THE DOMINANT working conditions a@. hages. . 
:. . . :,. ,, ..i-;;.' mc. . .. .. , .  

. ~ :. 
NOTIONS Our interviews and d i & d u s s i o ~ ~ ' i ~ ~ l ~ & d  '66tidh im@?t&l@i~~s that -- t . .cp. .. 
O M ~ y ' ~  those of 'us engaged in the wo~eti '~~muvement, need'to~&vi2fybork 

,. ?> 8 1:: . . a. The rkpofl& of won?er;'s groll~sfo'mm&n &eking suppod isbaried. 
SExUALW f. '+he"ohng dg6ioig+~f M ~ l i , ~ ~ ~ z a d ~ ~ ~ ~ i ~ g l  College felt strongly tha 

. .  . . 9 -..,>,,,.. ..,. ,,.,?' . . . . . v . T  ;.* - . ,.-' the iiIt6figri"ion. o f  womeifs'&&hisa?ia'is' ~ o u t d  -hcive~bkeh tilore be&s&e.and s t r ~ ~ d ; b e + e ~ & , , y , d d ~ h ~ & ~ ~ ~ & P ~ ~ ~ I ~ I I . ' f ~ & m B n  was aoggcjd,.+ biliri/rig 

the issue, discouraging 
paflicipptein a strike 
ha& tieen inore 
This is especially do since 

. Courts.,We needk be as 
organisatiqns' interaction 
dynamic .. and . prodyqtive. . . ;. . . .. ~. . :: . - 1 :I;.,a i0142b,. 

... 

The response&, attitudes, biases'and diielirmas v6iced.b~ our ifit&raieweS.9*Y well:tfS,the many 
questions we ourselves have indicatettie ieomplex level of issues invtllvedivhile comihg togrips 
with sexual harassment at-the workplace. Havingmore discussionswbuld make the issue more 
visible and build solidarity amongst wdm6n. As long 4s the menace of SeBel Hamssment-persists, 
the interestsand well being of ail of a&orking women is in jeopatdy.lf i& a-stnictured'forrnof 
oppression,~ilihererrt in every institution, office, fa6toty or market plaiie. that is integral to-ubholding 

. . . ,, .~ ., . . . . 
mi le supremacy. 

. . l i i  ' -  . . . . 
;' 

and  create a safe and  healthy workplace, is one step 
o f  violence against women. .. 

. . 
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I T H E  S U P R E M E  C O U R T  G U I D E L I N E S  IN B R I E F  I 
1. It shall be the duty of the employer or other responsible persons in workplaces and other institutions : 
to prevent or deter the commission of acts of sexual harassment, and to provide for the resolution, 
settlement and prosecution of sexual harassment by taking all steps required. 
2. Definition: sexual harassment inclJdes such unwelcome sexually determined behaviour (whether 
directly or by implication) as : a) Physical contact and advances; b) A demand or requestfor sexual j 
favours; c) Sexually coioured remarks; d) Showing pornography; e) Any other unwelcome physical, 
verbal or non-verbal conduct of sexual nature. 

The Court noted "It is discriminatory when the woman has reasonable grounds to believe that her 
objection would disadvantage her in connection with her employment or work, including recruitment o[ 
promotion, or when it creates a hostile work environment." 

3. Preventive Steps: All employers or persons-in-charge of workplaces, whether in the public or 
private sector should take appropriate steps to prevent sexual harassment : 
a) Express prohibition of sexual harassment at the workplace should be notified, published and circulated. 

I b) The RuleslRegulations of Government and Public Sector bodies relating to conduct and disclpllne 
should include rules/regulations prohibiting sexual harassment, and provide for penalties against offenders. 

c) Steps should be taken by private employers in the standing orders under the Industrial Employment 
Act. 1946. 

d) Work conditions should be provided in respect of work, leisure, health and hygiene to further ensure 
that there is no hostile environment towards women at workplaces. 
4. Criminal Proceedings: Where such conduct amounts to a specific offence under the Indian Penal 
Code or any other law, the employer shall initiate action by making a complaint with the appropriate 
authority. in particular it should ensure that the victims or witnesses are not victimised or discriminated 
against while dealing with complaints of sexual harassment. The victims of sexual harassment should 
have the option to seek transfer of the perpetrator, or their own transfer if they so desire. 
5- Disciplinary Action: Where such conduct amounts to misconduct as defined by the relevant service 
rules, disciplinary action should be initiated by the employer. 
6. Complaint Mechanism: Whether or not such conduct constitutes an offence under law or a breach 
of the senrice rules, an appropriate, time-bound complaint mechanism should be created for. redressal 
of complaints. 
7. Complaints Committee: The complaint mechanism should provide, where necessary, a Complaints 
Committee, a special counsellor or other support service. Confidentiality should be maintained in all 
these dealings. The Complaints Committee should be headed by a woman, and not less than half of 
its members should be women. To prevent the possibility of undue influence from senior levels, such 
Complaints Committees should involve a third party such as an NGO or other body familiar with the 
issue. This Committee must make an annual report to the concerned Government Department regarding 
the complaints received and action taken. 
8. Workers' Initiatlve: Employees should be allowed to raise issues of sexual harassment at workers' 

other appropriateforums. It should be affirmatkeiy discussed in Employer-Employee meetings. 
s: Awareness of the rights of female employees in this regard should be created, in 

*rrticular by prominently notifying the guldellnes (and legislation when enacted) in a suitable manner. 

i 
.& 

.Third Party Harassment: Where sexual harassment occurs as a result of an act by any third party 
or outsider, the employer and person-in-charge will take all necessary steps to assist the affected 
person in terms of support and preventive action. 
11.The CentrallState Governments are requested to consider adopting suitable measures including 
legislation, to ensure that the guidelines laid down by this order are also observed by the employers in 
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