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Abstract: The social position of women have been considered as a multifaceted area which is deeply embedded in the 

complex interplay of various factors such as historical, cultural, religious and socio-economic that vary significantly 

across different communities and regions. Patriarchal norms has been responsible for significantly shaping the social 

position of women by relegating them to subordinate roles along with limiting their access to education, political 

participation and economic opportunities. Women are still subjected to several challenges in different aspects of their 

life despite having numerous legislative measures and constitutional guarantee of equality aimed at promoting women 

empowerment. The Sikkimese society reveals a varied interplay of historical trajectory, cultural norms and socio-

economic factors which are collectively responsible for shaping the social position of women in the state. The social 

fabric of Sikkim is woven by the three diverse ethnic communities i.e. the Lepchas, the Bhutias and the Nepalis each 

having distinct traditions and customs that can impact gender roles and prospects. 

Keywords: women, social position, empowerment, gender roles 

 

INTRODUCTION 

Sikkim, a small and a beautiful state in the Himalayas is a landlocked state bounded on three sides by the International 

borders of Tibet, Bhutan and Nepal in the north-east, east and west respectively, and south by Darjeeling district of 

Bengal. It has a total population of 607688 (according to the 2011 census) of which 47% are female. The ethnic 

community of Sikkim comprises of Lepchas (19%), Bhutias (16%), and Nepalese (56%) who together form a majority 

of the population. In the urban areas, people belonging to other communities namely Bengalis, Punjabis, Marwaris, 

South Indians and Biharis who are mostly engaged in business and government services have also settled in Sikkim. 

As per the data with regard to religious beliefs, Hindus constitute around 68% followed by Buddhist being 27% and 

lastly Christians who are 3 %. Sikkim has recorded several significant gains after merging with India as the 22nd state 

of the Indian Union in the year 1975. In Sikkim, the social position of women is considered to be relatively better in 

comparison to the rest of the country on certain parameters. Women play a major role in trading activities which allows 

them to participate in decision-making far more than in most other states of India. As against the national average of 

20%, nearly 38.7% of the women participated in the workforce in Sikkim as per the Census 2001. In Sikkim, there is 

the absence of gender differentials along many indicators of human development. In contrast to unfavourable sex-ratio 

in population as a whole, the number of women in government employment is greater than men. However, women in 

Sikkim still live in an unequal world like in several parts of the country despite being more visible in public sphere 

which is a norm for many South Asian countries along with India (Lama, 2001). Women in Sikkim are underprivileged 

in terms of their education, early marriage and health. The reasons for the slow spread of education among girls in 

Sikkim are as elsewhere poverty, social customs, negative parental attitudes and poor accessibility of schools. Low 
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participation of girls in education has a direct impact on their social chances and future prospects. This is reflected in 

the prevalence of early marriages in both rural and urban areas, as well as in the three communities of Sikkim. There 

is also the system of socially sanctioned elopement at the heart of early marriage in Sikkim. This system probably 

evolved because of the strict caste system prevailing in Nepali society. There was a prohibition of caste exogamy for 

both the higher and lower castes under this system. Thus, elopement emerged as a mechanism for social acceptance 

due to the threat of severe punishment for inter-caste marriages. A debilitating impact on the women’s health has been 

observed as a result of under-age marriage and early motherhood (Lama, 2001). A common gender division of labor 

which exist in several states of India for maintaining the household and community activities where the women attend 

to their home and family responsibilities as wives, mothers and home-makers along with the shared responsibility of 

child-rearing, community activities and shopping is also prevalent in Sikkim. 

SOCIAL POSITION OF WOMEN 

In Sikkim, agriculture is the main occupation and the highest contributor to the state treasury every year. Agriculture 

in Sikkim is practiced in terraced fields which are created on steep hillsides. Most of the agricultural land lies in the 

rural areas of Sikkim. The only barrier to the growth and improvisation of agriculture in Sikkim is the topography of 

the state. The state is located at a high altitude which makes the possibility of growing crops difficult. The nature and 

extent of women participation in agriculture vary greatly from region to region. The involvement within a given region 

depends mostly upon the type of farming system, local based family income earning opportunities, domination of caste, 

socio-economic and cultural specification of families. The total amount of labour time spend is determined by the 

availability of job, work done on the family farm or as a hired labor, agricultural or non-agricultural work within or 

outside the village. The women in the rural areas are involved in agricultural operation from sowing to harvesting. 

Division of labour does exist where men are involved in ploughing, cutting of trees etc. whereas their female 

counterparts collect fuel and fodder and fetch water and nurture the animals. Apart from cultivation of cereal crops, the 

women cultivate cardamom, soya bean, ginger, pulses and oil seeds over an extensive area. The women in rural areas 

of Sikkim are engaged in either agriculture or allied activities that makes their potential for income generation more 

confined, which is further suppressed by involving them in small activities such as sowing, weeding, harvesting and 

processing which earns a small value profit. With the introduction of mechanized farming in Sikkim, the demand for 

farm labour has been reduced affecting directly or indirectly both the opportunities for work and income of the rural 

women. Hence, growing number of women in rural areas involve themselves in income generating activities like food-

processing, trading of agricultural products and production of handicrafts and weaving of carpets etc.  

In terms of their economic contribution, socio-cultural autonomy, authority involvement in the decision-making 

process within the household, the status of women in Sikkim varies across communities. Moreover, the status of women 

in Sikkim is influenced by the local religious practices (Dhamala, 1985). In Sikkim, women’s work is considered as an 

important underpinning of society as it is elsewhere. Participation of women in economic activities is high in Sikkim. 

The women, especially in the rural areas are involved in agricultural operations from sowing to harvesting. It has been 

their responsibility traditionally to collect fuel wood and fodder for the family and fetch waters from springs in vessels 

which they carry in baskets on their backs. They are responsible for all domestic tasks including the caring of domestic 

animals. Women also work as paid agricultural labourers, construction workers and take part in economic activities 

like selling vegetables in the market place. They also contribute to the income of the family through their traditional 

skills in spinning and weaving. Given the geographical conditions of rugged steep terrain, heavy rainfall etc, women 

have to bear the brunt of all climatic hazards (Lama, 2001). Hence, besides the agricultural sector, they contribute a 

large workforce on par with men. The proportion of women in the service sector in the total employment is much lower 

as compared to the men. A notable trend in women’s empowerment is the growing presence of women in the service 

sector especially transportation, communication and financial services in Sikkim. The percentage of women in the 

government services is the maximum than the national average. Teachers in government schools alone constitute about 

68% of all women employees. On the other hand, several women entrepreneurs in Sikkim have taken to an industry of 

their own, which includes bakery, handlooms and handicrafts and food processing, Nowadays, elite women in the state 

are making a mark in non-conventional fields such as consultancy, marketing, interior decoration, beauty clinics, ready-

made garments etc. The women entrepreneur in Sikkim faces major hurdles due to lack of adequate finances, technical 

know-how, non-availability of raw materials, inadequate market facilities, lack of technical and managerial skills. 

However, in Sikkim, women are making a substantial contribution in the small-scale industries positively affecting the 

state economy. In recent years, women in Sikkim have been able to put a strong step forward from small-scale industries 

like making juices, pickles and ghee to more sophisticated industries such as electronic consultancy. 

A series of women empowerment policies and schemes were introduced by the government of Sikkim in the latter half 

of 1990’s with a view to improve the status of women from the grassroots level. For instance small family scheme 
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which encouraged women to delay early marriage and continue their studies. The enrolment of girl child in higher 

education in Sikkim surpasses the boys. The literacy rate of females has raised from 60.41% in 2001 to 76.43% in 

2011(Census, 2011) which shows 16% increase in the female literacy rate as compared to male counterparts within the 

group over the past decade. The women of Sikkim also holds higher post in different departments like that of 

bureaucrats, Speaker of Sikkim Legislative Assembly, Cabinet Ministers, Zilla Adhyaksha, Chairperson of Public 

Service Commission and Sikkim Women’s Commission. Moreover, by passing the Sikkim Panchayat (Amendment) 

Bill 2011, Sikkim became the first North-East state to raise the women reservation seat from 40% (2007) to 50% (2011) 

in Panchayati Raj Institutions where proportionate reservations are aimed to constitute women in the post of Sabhapati 

and Up-Sabhapati in Gram Panchayats and Adhyaksya and Up-Adhyaksya in Zilla Panchayats. Such initiatives 

provides more opportunity for women belonging to the rural areas in political participation and decision making process 

at the grassroots level which were previously male dominated areas. Similarly, state initiative in empowering women 

socially is the Chief Minister Rural Housing Mission (CMHRM) which aimed to transform all kutcha unstable houses 

to be made pucca stable houses under the kutcha house free state mission 2013. It was under this scheme that women 

of the house were given priority to register the newly built houses in their names.  

Sikkim Succession Bill 2008 was another initiative by the State in empowering women socially. The Bill proposed to 

give women the right to acquire or to inherit property with some terms and conditions applied. For instance-divorced 

women or the only daughter of the family are entitled for property which was previously denied to the Sikkimese 

women. Even though the Sikkimese society is not known for women oppression in the form of dowry, sati, female 

infanticide etc but there is presence of domestic violence against women in the State which was reported by a study 

conducted by Society for Promotion of Art, Culture, Education and Environment Challenge (SPACE). The study 

emphasised that 50% of women were battered by men and almost 4.8% by their in-laws and relatives with the approval 

of their husband. The study strongly recommended for the constitution of a body which will ensure protection of women 

from domestic violence. Thereafter, the Sikkim State Commission for women was constituted to help and support the 

women in distress and to act on the violation of women’s rights. Since its formation 1015 cases were settled out of 

1050 and 35 cases were referred to the court where the Commission provided lawyers to the women victims free of 

cost (Subba, 2014). The major objective of the Commission was to settle dispute between families and to make women 

aware of her rights. The formation of Nayuma Women’s Cooperative Society was one of the major milestone in the 

empowerment of women in Sikkim. It was the first women cooperative in Sikkim which had women members from 

both rural and urban areas of Sikkim. It is a pro-women society which aims to benefit the women of Sikkim by 

employing educated as well as uneducated women from different parts of Sikkim. This society gives importance to 

local women and trains them for two-three months in making traditional  and indigenous products like handlooms, 

traditional attires, bags, soft toys etc. Apart from that, it also runs groceries store and cafe shop in and around Gangtok 

(East District) where they employ women and the store also promotes items like home-made pickles made by women 

of Self-help groups of various districts of Sikkim (Subba, 2014) 

Empowerment of women through tourism industry is an important field of concern today. Tourism in Sikkim is one of 

the important sectors in providing livelihood to the local people in and around the various tourist destinations. In 

Sikkim, tourism industry is contributing much to the women’s empowerment. Women, both skilled and unskilled are 

actively involved in the tourism sector. On regular basis, there is 30.32% of the female employees in tourism department 

as against 69.67% of male employees (Rajamani & Rizal, 2013). Apart from direct involvement of women population 

in tourism activities, good number of women are indirectly engaged in this industry namely in hotels, restaurants, 

cafeterias, small and medium enterprises, various household business, tours and travels, handlooms and handicrafts 

etc. Women are engaged and have occupied a noticeable position in the state. Even in the seasonal homes (home-stays), 

the participation is noticed and seems to be an appropriate livelihood activity within the tourism for women especially 

in South-West district. Tourism is a service-oriented, labor intensive and multi-dimensional sector which is linked with 

many other sectors of the economy like transportation, hotels, restaurants and provide a larger opportunity for 

employment. Therefore, there is a wide scope for women’s empowerment in both formal and informal sectors of 

tourism industry in Sikkim (Rajamani & Rizal, 2013) 

 

CONCLUSION 

Sikkim, with a women population of 2,86,027 (i.e. 45.42%) (Census 2011), has a sound track record of maintaining 

gender equality. The state government has consciously worked to consolidate this tradition of not discriminating on the 

basis of gender and giving due respect to both men and women (Lama, 2001). The Gender related Development Index 

(GDI) in the state has steady improvement from 0.499 in 1995 to 0.528 in 1998. However, women in Sikkim are not 
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secluded unlike in other states of India and there is also absence of dowry, sati and female infanticide in the state. The 

sex ratio in the state (889/1000) is lowest in comparison with other north-eastern states. In contrast to the unfavourable 

sex-ratio, the number of women in government jobs are fairly good and comparatively the women in the state enjoy 

better position than the women in other states of Indian union. Despite this, women in Sikkim experience gender 

inequality and are often victims of domestic violence since alcoholism, wife-beating and bigamy have become a 

common scenario in Sikkim over the years (Yasin & Chettri, 2012)   
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