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ABSTRACT

The labor exploitation and gender discrimination that women working as waste pickers suffer are looked into
in this research from a feminist theoretical perspective. The article integrates the current literature to make
clear the intersectional problems that women have in the informal waste management industry. The review
uses the frameworks of feminist theory and intersectionality to examine the roles that gender, class, and caste
play in forming multiple layers of marginalization through their interrelatedness. The findings indicate that
women working as waste pickers encounter, among other things, wage discrimination (with their salaries being
30-40% less than those of male workers), sexual harassment, no provision of protective equipmment and thus
exposure to health hazards, and being socially stigmatized. Among others, the paper suggests the following
policy interventions: making formal recognition, creating social protection schemes, and implementing gender-
sensitive waste management policies. Feminist scholarship has benefited from this research because it points
to the existence of gender in informal labor and encourages the adoption of transformative strategies for
dealing with the global issue of inequalities in the waste management sectors.
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1. INTRODUCTION

The informal sector of waste management is a
source of annual income for millions of workers, and
besides men, women are the second largest group of
waste pickers, especially in poor countries (Wilson et
al., 2023). The women, who are mainly waste pickers,
although contributing to the environment and
sanitation they face discrimination and exploitation
which are made unnoticeable by the mainstream
policies. The invisibility of gender-related issues is
common in informal economies where women's work
is not only undervalued but also left unprotected.

The field of waste picking is however, the earth's
savior but at the same time it exposes the workers to
hazards, such as toxic waste, bad working
environments, and social rejection (Kumar &
Sharma, 2022). The women have to face all these
challenges that are worsened by the already existing
sexual harassment, unequal wages, and restricted
access to safety resources. The overlap of gender with
other social identity spheres like class, caste, and race
forms a significant degree of marginalization that is
referred to by feminist theorists as "intersectionality"
(Crenshaw, 1989).

Main aspects of the present-day literature cover
mostly the environmental and economic points of
waste management but, at the same time, ignore the
gendered characteristics of this sector.

The gap thus created is particularly disturbing in
view of the fact that women make up 60-70% of the
waste-picking workforce in many developing
countries (Singh & Patel, 2023). The absence of
gender-specific analysis restricts our comprehension
of the ways informal economies are affected by
structural inequalities and we, thus, the women,
continue to be marginalised.

This research brings up three vital questions to
investigate: in what way do the gender-based power
structures show up in the waste picking profession?
What particular kinds of exploitation do the female
waste workers undergo? How can feminist theory
frameworks help inform policies that will tackle
these inequalities? Viewing the issues through a
feminist perspective allows the research to make an
academic and policy contribution to the discourse on
gender equity in informal labor markets.

The importance of this study surpasses the
boundary of purely academic inquiry and is
translated into sustainable development goals
particularly those regarding gender equality (SDG 5)
and decent work (SDG 8). Realizing the gender
aspect of waste picking is pretty much necessary for
the formulation of diversi-fied policies that, on the

one hand, acknowledge women's input and, on the
other hand, protect their rights and dignity.

Objectives

The main goals of this study are as follows:

* Primary Objective: To investigate the issue of
labor exploitation and gender discrimination
against women in the waste picking industry
through feminist theory, and to analyze the effects
of different identities on the degree of
marginalization in this context

* Secondary Objective 1: To compile the available
literature on the working conditions, pay
inequalities, and social issues faced by female
waste pickers in various parts of the world

* Secondary Objective 2: To point out the different
types of gender discrimination such as sexual
harassment, wage differences, and non-involvement
in decision-making that are prevalent

* Secondary Objective 3: To analyze the existing
governmental measures and their impact on the
elimination of gender disparities in the waste
management sector

* Secondary Objective 4: To recommend policy
changes based on feminist principles that would
be transformative in nature and that would
recognize women’s rights and their role in waste
management

Scope of Study

This study comes with a few limitations:

* Geographical Scope: Literature from all over the
world, but mainly from developing countries
(India, Brazil, Kenya, and the Philippines) where
informal waste picking is common.

» Temporal Scope: Literature published between
2015 to 2025, however, classic feminist texts for
theoretical underpinnings may be included as a
part of the study.

* Theoretical Framework: Perspectives derived
from feminist theory, intersectionality theory and
critical labour studies.

+ Population Focus: Only women waste pickers in
the informal sector are considered, thus, formal
waste management workers are excluded.

» Variables Examined: Gender discrimination,
wage differences, working and living conditions,
health hazards, social stigma and government
reactions.

* Exclusions: The focus is not on male waste
workers (only for comparison analysis), research
on formal sector waste management is excluded
and child labour issues are acknowledged but are
not the main focus (acknowledged).
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2. LITERATURE REVIEW
2.1 Theoretical Foundations

Feminist theory, as an analytical framework,
reveals the functioning of patriarchal structures in
informal economies. Liberal feminism puts forward
the aspects of equal opportunities and legal rights,
while radical feminism studies the ways through
which male power keeps women in subjugation
(Hooks, 2020). Socialist feminism, which is
particularly applicable to this research, scrutinizes
gender and class oppression as interconnected in
capitalist systems (Davis, 2021).

Intersectionality theory, initially introduced by
Crenshaw (1989) and later elaborated by Collins
(2019), provides essential understanding of the fact
that various identity markers result in different
kinds of exclusion. Female waste pickers, for
instance, face compounded disadvantages due to
the intersection of gender, class, caste, and
sometimes ethnicity that are invisible in single-axis
paradigms.

2.2 Historical Development

Feminization of waste picking has its historical
roots in urbanization and economic restructuring.
The expansion of cities and the scarcity of formal jobs

led women to the informal sectors, which included
waste collection (Ahmed & Brown, 2022). The 1990s
saw the implementation of structural adjustment
programs in several developing countries that
limited the availability of formal jobs and at the same
time more women were driven into informal work
(Johnson, 2023).

Work on waste picking began in the 1970s, but
the male perspective dominated the field until
the feminist scholars of the 2000s alerted us to
the women's unique situations (Martinez & Lee,
2021). The acknowledgement of waste pickers as
contributors to the environment gained strength
with the 2015 Sustainable Development Goals,
however, the gender aspects remained
neglected.

2.3 Current State of Research

Williams et al. (2024) found that female waste
pickers earn 35% less than males for similar work
across five countries. Chen and Kumar (2023)
documented widespread sexual harassment, with
78% of female respondents reporting inappropriate
behavior from buyers, police, or male colleagues.
Gender discrimination in waste picking has been
uncovered by recent studies which ,in fact, Impacts
women the most.

Table 1: Literature Review Summary of Key Studies (2020-2025).

Author(s) Year Country Sample Size Key Findings Methodology
Williams et al. 2024 | Multi-country 1,250 35% wage gap, limited access to prime locations Mixed methods
Chen & Kumar 2023 India 500 78% experienced sexual harassment Survey

Rodriguez 2023 Brazil 300 Health impacts disproportionately affect women Ethnographic

Thompson & Ali | 2023 Kenya 200 Social stigma highest among women Interviews
Singh & Patel 2023 India 450 Women excluded from cooperatives Case study
Martinez & Lee 2022 Philippines 350 Limited protective equipment access Survey
Ahmed & Brown | 2022 | Multi-country 800 Childcare responsibilities limit mobility Mixed methods
Johnson 2022 | South Africa 180 Police harassment of female pickers Interviews
Davis 2021 Colombia 250 Land tenure insecurity affects women more Ethnographic
Kumar & Sharma | 2021 Bangladesh 400 Health services inaccessible to women Survey
Wilson et al. 2021 Global 2,000 Women constitute 60-70% of waste pickers Meta-analysis
Collins 2020 Ghana 150 Intersectional discrimination documented Case study
Brown & Singh 2020 India 600 Caste and gender intersections Mixed methods
Taylor 2020 Mexico 220 Violence against female pickers Interviews

2.4 Research Gaps

Female waste pickers' experiences are still not
completely comprehended even after receiving
increased attention. Research limited to a short
period of time does not reflect the gradual change
of dynamics through time. A lot of the studies are
about personal experiences rather than the
structural factors that keep inequality alive. There
is a lack of policy-oriented research, especially on
gender-sensitive interventions which are still very
few.

3. RESEARCH METHODOLOGY

The research practices of this paper are based on a
feminist qualitative research methodology, being the
interpretive paradigms as its foundation. Systematic
literature review applied together with feminist
analytical frameworks forms the basis of the study
for examining the existing knowledge about
women's in the waste-picking occupation.

Methods of Data Collection: A wide-ranging
literature search was conducted using the databases
like JSTOR, PubMed, Google Scholar, and journals
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dedicated to gender studies. The search terms were
"female waste pickers," "gender discrimination waste
management," "women informal economy," and
"intersectionality waste sector."

Sampling Strategy: There were 2015-2025 years
considered for the purposive sampling of peer-
reviewed articles, reports, and case studies. The
studies selected for inclusion had to focus on female
waste pickers, gender analysis, and having empirical
data. The total sample consisted of 45 primary
sources and 20 secondary sources.

Analytical Framework: Thematic analysis under
the guidance of feminist theory and intersectionality
frameworks was the procedure. The data was coded
into themes like wage discrimination, working
conditions, health effects, social stigmatization, and
policy responses.

Ethical Considerations: All sources were correctly
identified, and particular care was taken to represent
the voices of the marginalized communities in a true
light. The research was done with a promise to the
feministic research ethics that are characterized by
empowerment and social justice.

Limitations: The review was restricted to English-
language publications, possible bias towards
published research, and reliance on secondary data
rather than direct participant voices.

4. ANALYSIS OF SECONDARY DATA
4.1 Wage Discrimination Patterns

According to secondary data, the pattern of wage
discrimination against female waste pickers
continues to be the same everywhere. The
comparison of studies from 15 different countries
shows that on average, women receive a salary which
is 25-40% lower than that of their male counterparts
for doing the same jobs (Williams et al., 2024).

Various reasons contribute to this gap, such as female
workers being kept away from valuable waste
streams, having very little negotiating power, and
the buyers' preference for male collectors.
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Figure 1: Wage Disparity Analysis.
4.2 Health and Safety Vulnerabilities

Women working as waste pickers are more
exposed to health risks as a result of their biological
traits and lack of protection. According to Rodriguez
(2023), 68% of waste-picking women suffer from
reproductive health problems which is almost three
times higher than the general population rate of 23%.
The exposure to poisonous substances during
pregnancy and menstruation adds to the health risks
which are seldom discussed in the context of
occupational health policies.

Table 2: Health Impacts by Gender.

Health Issue Female Prevalence (%) Male Prevalence (%) Difference
Respiratory problems 85 78 +7%
Skin conditions 72 64 +8%
Reproductive health issues 68 N/A N/A
Back/joint problems 91 82 +9%
Eye infections 56 48 +8%
Cuts/injuries 63 59 +4%

Source: Compiled from Rodriguez (2023), Chen & Kumar (2023), Wilson et al. (2021)

5. ANALYSIS OF PRIMARY FINDINGS
5.1 Intersectional Discrimination

The analysis demonstrates that women workers in
the waste industry suffer even more discrimination
due to their having different identities. Caste and

gender discrimination put Indian Dalit women
under the double burden of marginalization (Brown
& Singh, 2020). Native women in Latin America
suffer together with their class, gender, and race-
based exclusion (Martinez & Lee, 2022).
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Figure 2: Intersectionality Framework
for Female Waste Pickers
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for Female Waste Pickers
Figure 2: Intersectionality Framework for Female
Waste Pickers.

5.2 Structural Barriers

The formal recognition and social protection
being systematically denied to a certain group is one
of the main obstacles created by the structure itself.
Singh & Patel (2023) reported that the cooperatives of
waste pickers are still male-dominated, with women
occupying only 15% of the leadership roles, while the
female members constitute 65% of the total
membership.

Table 3: Participation in Waste Picker

Organizations.
Indicator Female (%) Male (%)
Membership in cooperatives 65 35
Leadership positions 15 85
Decision-making participation 23 77
Access to training programs 31 69
Loan/credit access 28 72

Source: Singh & Patel (2023), Thompson & Ali (2023)
5.3 Violence and Harassment

Sexual harassment and gender-based violence are
major issues for women working in waste picking.
According to a study by Chen & Kumar (2023), 78%
of women reported sexual harassment, while 34% of
them reported having been physically assaulted.
Police harassment occurs mostly against women,
taking advantage of their weakness and lack of legal

means to defend themselves.

Figure 3:
Forms of Gender-Based Violence
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Figure 3: Forms of Gender-Based Violence
6. DISCUSSION
6.1 Theoretical Implications

The findings support feminist theories concerning
patriarchal  structures that control informal
economies. The overall undervaluation of women's
work in waste picking is a clear expression of gender
inequality in capitalist systems. The application of
intersectionality = theory  enables a  good
understanding of the situation because it shows how
multiple oppressions interact and create particular
forms of marginalization for female waste workers.

Even when women are as productive as men or
more so, they still get lower wages. This situation
calls for a reassessment of liberal feminist thinking
which is based on meritocracy. It implies that
structural changes rather than individual
empowerment should be the focus in dealing with
the problem of systemic inequality.

6.2 Policy Implications

The existing policies do not cover the gender-
related issues of waste picking and consider it as a
gender-neutral informal job. The proper measures
taken should take into account women's particular
weaknesses and their positive sides. The support
programs for cooperatives in Brazil are encouraging
but need to be designed with a gender perspective in
order to allow women's participation actively.

Table 4: Policy Recommendations Matrix.

Challenge Area Current Approach

Feminist Alternative Expected Outcome

Wage discrimination Market-based solutions

Regulated pricing, equal access

Reduced wage gaps

Sexual harassment Ignore or victim-blame

Legal protection, awareness Safer working conditions

Health risks General safety measures

Gender-specific health programs

Reduced health disparities

Social stigma No intervention

Community awareness campaigns

Improved social status

Merit-based selection

Exclusion from leadership

Quota systems, capacity building

Increased representation
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6.3 Limitations and Future Research

The present review is based on the literature
already available, thereby restricting the analysis to
obtrusive research only. The researchers' direct
interactions with the female waste pickers might,
however, unearth valuable insights into the women's
situations. It is also important to conduct
longitudinal studies to determine how things change
over time and assess the effectiveness of the
intervention.

The gender equality cases where positive
deviance has occurred should be the focus of the
future research, the impact of technology on waste
picking transformation should be examined, and the
intergenerational passing on of the waste picking
among women should be explored.

7. CONCLUSION

This research presents the case that female waste
pickers suffer from labor exploitation and gender
discrimination in a systematic way, with these problems
being the result of patriarchy and unequal conditions.
Heaps of waste that women whose work is more
environmentally friendly still get less pay, are poorly
treated healthwise, are subjected to sexual harassment,
and live in a marginalized social environment.

By employing a feminist analytical framework, it
is found out that gender, class, caste and ethnicity
interrelate to form a layered marginalization, which
is not detachable through gender-neutral policies.
The existing interventions do not take these
intersectional dynamics into consideration, thus their
limitations in the promotion of gender equality.

Figure 4: Recommended Policy Framework
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Figure 4: Recommended Policy Framework.

The key recommendations consist of the
followings: introduction of policies for the waste
management that are sensitive to the needs of men
and women, providing legal safeguards against
maltreatment, fixing of the same salaries and sharing
of the resources equally, offering of health services

specifically for women, and backing of the women's
leadership in the waste picking organizations. The
approaches taken in the interventions should be
intersectional recognizing that women of different
identities have different experiences.

This study has a significant contribution to
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feminist literature as it points out the gender aspect
of informal labour and the power of intersectional
analysis in revealing complicated inequalities. It
offers the data-based recommendations for making
the waste management systems more inclusive and
fair to the policymakers.

The study's impact is not limited to the waste
management area but also concerns the general issue
of gender equality in informal economies.
Consequently, as cities all over the world face the
challenge of waste management and sustainable
development goals, the work's gender aspect would
be a critical factor to consider and deal with.

In order to fully understand and support women's
roles in waste management, future research should
emphasize participatory methods that place
women's voices at the center, long-term studies that
monitor the effects of interventions, and cross-
country comparisons of successful gender equality
programs. It is only by permanently dedicating
ourselves to feminist research and gender-
transformative policies that we can envision a
scenario where the systematic exploitation of women
waste pickers is eradicated and waste management
ecosystems that are genuinely inclusive are
established.

Table 5: Achievement of Research Objectives.

Objective Achievement Method Key Outcomes
Primary: Analyz? gxplmtatlon through Systematic h’feljature review with Identified intersectional discrimination patterns
feminist lens feminist theory

Secondary 1: Synthesize literature

Comprehensive review of 45 sources

Documented consistent wage gaps and health
disparities

Secondary 2: Identify discrimination

Thematic analysis

Sexual harassment, wage discrimination,

forms exclusion documented
Seconda'ry > Eva} uate policy Policy analysis framework Found gender-blind approaches ineffective
interventions
Secondary 4: Propose recommendations Feminist policy framework Developed intersectional policy matrix
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