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Abstract: Keywords:

This study examines how gender is negotiated within the informal labour women street vendors; Indigenous

market of street vending and how such participation contributes to the

economic and social empowerment of Indigenous women street vendors in

Guwabhati City, Northeastern India.

Methodology:

The research adopts a qualitative case study design complemented by

descriptive survey methods. Empirical data were collected through a

structured survey of 60 Indigenous women street vendors and 30 in-depth, * B8 -

semi-structured interviews conducted in Guwahati over an eight-month -4 SN, b2k, Bk

period in 2022. Open-ended research questions and an interview schedule _ s SRk
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were used to elicit detailed life histories, work trajectories, and experiences ; 575555, H FLISHET;
of negotiation in public space. The analysis focuses on the feminisation of SN

informal work and the intersection of gender, indigeneity, and informality
in the urban economy.

Main Findings: Article History:
The findings indicate that street vending constitutes a crucial source of Received: August 12, 2025
income, financial autonomy, and socio-economic mobility for Indigenous Revised: September 7, 2025

women, enabling them to contribute to household decision-making and
improve their social standing. At the same time, these women continue to ‘A¢cepted:  October 13,2025
face pervasive structural barriers, including insecure work conditions, Published: = November 20, 2025
limited access to basic amenities and social protection, harassment and
discrimination in public spaces, and ambiguous or exclusionary regulatory
frameworks. The study shows that women rely on informal social
networks, collective strategies, and everyday negotiations with authorities
and male actors in the market to sustain their livelihoods.

Applications:

The results provide evidence to inform gender-sensitive urban planning and
labour policies that formally recognise street vendors as workers and
integrate them into inclusive regulatory and social protection regimes. The
study can guide local governments, NGOs, and community-based
organisations in designing interventions that improve working conditions,
enhance access to infrastructure and services, and strengthen Indigenous
women’s bargaining power in informal markets. It also offers insights for
scholars and policymakers concerned with gender, informality, and urban
development in other developing-country contexts.

Novelty/Originality:

This study offers an empirically grounded analysis of Indigenous women
street vendors in Northeastern India an under-researched region in the
literature on gender and the informal economy. By foregrounding
Indigenous women’s own narratives and negotiation strategies, the article
advances understanding of how feminist and intersectional dynamics
operate within informal labour markets and urban public spaces. It
contributes original evidence on the dual processes of feminisation and
marginalisation in informal work, while demonstrating how informal street
vending can simultaneously reproduce vulnerability and serve as a pathway
to economic and social empowerment.
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1. Introduction

Street vending has become a significant informal
activity in many developing countries. It has become a
survival strategy for many poor, marginalised people as
it requires very little education, skill, and capital. The
countries that have a higher poverty rate have a
majority poorer women than men, which implies that
more women than men are driven to the informal
market due to poverty (ILO, 2018). Participation of
women in the lower rungs of the informal market is a
result of gender bias in education, employment, and
limited economic opportunities for women in other
sectors. The women take up street vending activities for
the economic stability of their household (Hapke &
Ayyankeril, 2018). According to Jamir & Pongen
(2022) and Munishi et al., (2021) street vending has
generated self-empowerment support, improved the
standard of living, and helped to reduce the poverty
ratio in many countries. Economic development and
change in the global market system have not limited
women's entry into the labour market but have brought
greater opportunities for women. The decline in male
economic support and joblessness has led women to
take up responsibilities to work and earn their
livelihood. Increased female headship and economic
needs have pushed women into the labour market,
resulting in a rise in female workforce participation
(Ossome, 2010). However, women’s entry into the
global market remains rather unfavourable, preventing
them from taking advantage of the Ilucrative job
opportunities that globalisation and liberalisation have
created. They are rather overrepresented in the informal
sector with little or no access to security and low wages.
The feminisation of labour, marked by increasing
female participation in the workforce, has been a
prominent trend since the late 1970s (Elgin & Elveren,
2021). This surge in female employment coincides with
significant shifts in economic structures. According to

the International Labour Organisation (ILO, 2018), a
substantial percentage of women employed in low-
income countries work in the informal sector, with
approximately 92.1% falling under this category. In
India, female labour force participation is notably low,
with less than one-third of women employed or actively
seeking employment. The World Bank states that a
significant portion of these working women, around
90%, are engaged in the informal sector, which is often
unrecognised, unorganised, and unpaid. Despite this
overall low female labour force participation in India,
women in the Northeast region exhibit higher levels of
economic engagement and participation compared to
other regions of India.

Tribal women in particular play a significant role in
economic activities, with street vending being a
prominent form of participation. This study aims to
specifically investigate the experiences and challenges
faced by women street vendors in the Northeastern
region. Building upon this understanding of female
labour participation in India, this study focuses on the
specific context of Guwahati, focusing on the informal
sector playing a crucial role in the city's economy. This
sector plays a vital role in providing livelihoods and
contributing to the city's economic dynamism (Das,
2016). This study aims to address this research gap by
examining the socio-economic conditions, working
patterns, and challenges faced by women street vendors
in the city, thereby contributing to a better
understanding of the informal economy and informing
policy interventions for their sustainable livelihoods in
the context of Guwahati, the Northeastern region of
India.

1.1. Gender In Urban Informal Market

The increased prevalence of self-employment in the
informal sector has led to the feminisation of the
informal labour market (Casale & Posel, 2002). Studies
have shown that a rise in female labour force
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participation is often driven by economic necessity
rather than a desire to join the workforce (Ossome,
2010). Within the informal sector, women are often
relegated to secondary positions compared to men
(Goel & Singh, 2014). Increased participation of
women in the production process has multiple effects
on the economy, boosting income, output, and
employment  (Chinyakata, 2016; Peimani &
Kamalipour, 2022). More participation of women in the
lower rungs of informal market, are result of women
doing street vending activities for their economic
stability of household (Hapke & Ayyankeril, 2018).
Street vendors, a ubiquitous presence in urban
landscapes across many countries, play a vital role in
the informal economy (Peimani & Kamalipour, 2022).
They offer a diverse range of goods and services,
operating from various locations, at different scales,
catering to the needs of consumers from diverse
backgrounds (Prakasam, 2022). However, the concept
of street vending is multifaceted, encompassing various
dimensions that shape their experiences and
contributions to society. India’s National Policy for
Urban Street Vendors (2006) defines a street vendor as
“a person who offers goods or services for sale to the
public without having a permanent built-up structure
but with a temporary static structure or mobile stall (or
headload)”. Further analysis by Sur & Zakir (2024)
provides a three-tier classification based on their
primary characteristics, such as goods or services
offered, location, and scale of operation.

Street vendors play a vital role in the urban
economies of Asian countries, including Bangladesh,
Sri  Lanka, Thailand, Singapore, Malaysia, the
Philippines, Vietnam, Cambodia, South Korea, and
India. Street vending is a crucial source of income for
Asian countries, generating employment opportunities
and affordable goods and services that contribute to the
local economy (Bhowmik, 2005). In Bangkok, street
vending has been instrumental in alleviating poverty
and generating income by providing a stable livelihood
and benefits, especially for disadvantaged groups like
those with lower education, the elderly, and the
seasonally unemployed (Tangworamongkon, 2014).
The global importance of street vending as a livelihood
option for the urban poor is highlighted by the
increasing number of migrants in New York City
turning to it as a means of survival, as noted (Jain,
2024).

1.2. Challenges Faced by Women Street Vendors

Women street vendors are the new economic agents,
and their contributions are observed in sustaining
families in many developing regions, but they are often
not recognised or valued for work (Casale & Posel,
2002). This has led women street vendors to face
numerous challenges, including limited government
support, insecurity, slow growth, inadequate financing
opportunities, and lack of support from banks, making
them particularly vulnerable within the labor market

(Karunaratna & Tjandra, 2021; Munishi et al., 2021; P.
Khumalo & Ntini, 2021). Vendors also face many other
financial challenges, including investment expenses,
varying vending fees, and unregulated unofficial
charges. Female street vendors encounter discrimination
and insecurity at the workplace daily, even though
female street vendors' income is lower than that of male
street vendors (Baliyan &  Srivastava, 2016).
Additionally, women vendors struggle with access to
credit, exorbitant interest rates, tough competition, and
the burden of multiple responsibilities (Jayakumari,
2018). While street vending is a vital source of self-
empowerment and income generation that improves
living standards and reduces poverty in developing
nations like India (Thakur et al., 2017), therefore
mentioned challenges often trap vendors, particularly
women, in cycles of informal debt, highlighting a
critical need for greater financial assistance and access
to formal financial services (Kottaram, 2021; S & C,
2022).

Studies have shown that many women vendors have
achieved social mobility through street vending despite
obstacles. A study in Zimbabwe, analyzed through the
framework of Marxist feminist theory, found that
women's involvement in street vending can be seen as a
form of resistance against the exploitative nature of
capitalism. According to this perspective, by
participating in the informal economy through street
vending, women can achieve financial independence
and challenge the traditional gender roles that often
confine them to domestic spheres (Chinyakata, 2016).
While facing numerous challenges, their participation in
the informal economy can be seen as a form of
resistance, aligning with key concepts from Marx and
Engels' analysis of social and economic structures,
particularly their emphasis on the importance of
economic independence and the challenges posed by
capitalist systems.

Dandekar (1986) emphasizes a broader lens for
analyzing the challenges and opportunities faced by
women in the labour market. While economic
development is crucial for women's empowerment, it is
not sufficient on its own. Changes in family structures,
societal values, and public participation are also
essential for achieving true gender equality. Traditional
gender roles and societal norms often limit women's
autonomy and decision-making power. Family
structures can support and constrain women's
development, depending on their circumstances.
Therefore, this indicates that empowerment is "an
active, multi-dimensional process which enables
women to realise their full identity and powers in all
spheres of life" (Pillai, 1885; Sahay, 1998). The
economic process should lead the individual to acquire
all three aspects of social, economic, and political
power to liberate themselves from the injustices of
society (Singh, 2020). The World Bank defines
empowerment as "the process of increasing the capacity
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of individuals or groups to make choices and transform
those choices into desired actions and outcomes.
Central to this process is actions which both build
individual and collective assets and improve the
efficiency and fairness of the organisational and
institutional context which govern the use of these
assets" (Chattopadhyay, 2005). While definitions vary
across  contexts, scholars like Sahay and
Chattopadhyaya emphasise the expansion of women's
freedom and control over their lives, leading to their
full potential being realised. In the specific context of
Assam, Saikia(2024) further clarifies that women's
empowerment is fundamentally about eliminating the
disparities between men and women across social,
economic, and political spheres. This definition aligns
with the broader understanding that empowerment is
not solely an economic issue but encompasses the
ability of women to exercise agency and make choices
in all aspects of their lives. Roy(2022) further
elaborates on this, emphasising women's agency and
ability to make their own choices. This includes having
control over their material possessions, intellectual
pursuits, and personal beliefs and values. This
perspective, reinforced by Saikia's (2024) focus on
eliminating multifaceted disparities in Assam, aligns
with the broader understanding of women's
empowerment to overcome systemic inequalities and
achieve greater equality. Dandekar (1986) also supports
this comprehensive view by emphasising that while
economic development is important, changes in family
structures, societal values, and public participation are
equally crucial for achieving true gender equality and
empowering women to realise their full potential, free
from the disparities highlighted by Saikia (2024) in the
Assam context.

Understanding women's empowerment is a
multifaceted concept that encompasses examining their
agency, autonomy, and control, extending beyond mere
economic upliftment. Cultural, caste, religious, and
socio-economic factors significantly influence women's
labour force participation. Therefore, it is crucial to
investigate how these factors shape women's
participation in the workforce and how this contributes
to their overall empowerment and economic upliftment.
This understanding is vital for developing effective
policies that support their sustainable livelihoods within
the informal economy.

1.3. Women Participation in North Eastern India’s
Informal Economy

Since 2013, the informal sector in Northeast India
has witnessed substantial growth, driven by factors such
as low agricultural productivity and limited
employment opportunities (Lyngwa & Sahoo, 2022;
Sahoo, 2018). Notably, women in this region exhibit
higher levels of economic engagement, with tribal
women playing a particularly significant role. Street
vending is a prominent form of economic participation
for these women. In contrast to mainland India, women

constitute a significant portion of the vendor population
in the Northeastern states of Tripura and Nagaland,
primarily working to supplement their families' income
(Sivasubramanian et al., 2020).

This regional variation highlights the importance of
understanding local socio-cultural and economic
contexts. Tribal women’s active engagement in street
vending underscores their resilience and adaptability
amid systemic constraints, making this sector vital for
regional development and women’s economic
empowerment. This study aims to specifically examine
the experiences, diversity, and complexity of the street
vending sector within the urban landscape of the
northeastern region of India.

1.4 Objectives

1.To analyse how feminisation in the street vendors'
work results in the negotiation of marginalised
indigenous Northeastern women in the urban centres of
India.

2.The purpose of this study is to examine how street
vending generates empowerment for indigenous women
by analysing legal and social constraints in the market
structure and patterns of controls for women.

2. Methods

This study employed a mixed-method research
approach to investigate the empowerment of indigenous
Northeastern women engaged in street vending in
Guwahati City. Indigenous women street vendors in the
Latakata and Beltola markets were selected based on
several criteria to ensure relevance, representativeness,
and feasibility within the context of Northeast India's
informal economy. Firstly, Guwahati city was chosen
due to its status as the largest urban center and
economic hub in the Northeastern region, where
informal sector activities, including street vending, are
highly prevalent and contribute significantly to the
city's dynamism. The Latakata and Beltola markets
were selected for their prominence as the most vibrant
vending hubs with a high concentration of indigenous
women from tribal communities. Indigenous
Northeastern women were selected due to their
significant presence in the region's informal sector,
unlike mainland India, where female labor participation
is lower. A snowball sampling method was used to
select a sample of 50 women working in the Latakata
and Beltola markets. Data collection took place
between 2022 and 2023, combining in-depth interviews
with an interview guide and on-site observations. The
survey schedule included multiple-choice questions and
open-ended queries to gather quantitative and
qualitative data.

3. Findings
3.1 Socio Demographic Profile of the Respondents

To wunderstand the socio-economic context of
women engaged in street vending, the study first
examined their prior employment history and
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educational attainment. The findings reveal that the
majority (74%) of street vendors had never participated
in any formal employment before taking up street
vending. The primary reason women engage in street
vending is to support their families. It offers a viable
economic opportunity for individuals from diverse
backgrounds and requires minimal formal education or
work experience for entry. This highlights the crucial
role of street vending as a source of livelihood for tribal
women, who may have struggled to find other
employment opportunities in the labour market.

56%
50% 44%
0%
30%
20%
10%
0% 0%
0%

literate High School / 10class Hr. Secondary / 12 class  Graduate & above

Percentage

Education Qualification

Figure 1. Education Qualifications of the
Respondents
(Source: Field Survey 2022-23)

Figure 1 reveals a significant disparity in educational
attainment among the respondents. A majority of 56%
of the women reported being illiterate, indicating a lack
of formal education. A smaller percentage (44%)
completed high school (10th grade), while none had
completed secondary school (12th grade) or attained a
graduate degree or above.

The study also found that most (48%) of the
respondents have been engaged in street vending for
about 1-5 years, indicating a relatively recent entry into
vendor work. A smaller percentage (28%) have been
involved for 6-10 years, suggesting a moderate level of
experience. Only 20% of the respondents have been
engaged in street vending for more than 10 years,
highlighting the dynamic nature of this occupation and
the potential for new entrants.

50% 46%
45%
40%
Y 35%
2 30% 24%
5 25% 20%
S 20%
= 5% 10%
10%
5% l 0%
0%
Age Group  20-30 31-40 41-50 5161 61&above
Age

Figure 2: Age Category of the Respondents
(Source: Field Survey 2022-23)

Figure 2 reveals the age distribution of Indigenous
Northeastern women engaged in street vending between
age groups 20- 61 years, which is about 41 years. The
largest age group is 31-40, with 46% of respondents
falling within this category. The second-largest age
group is 41-50, with 24% of respondents. This indicates

women in their mid-40s are actively involved in street
vending, showing that street vending is a wviable
livelihood option for women in their prime working
years.

Street vending among the Indigenous northeastern
women has served as a pathway for rural-to-urban
migration and economic integration. Additionally, for
many, street vending may act as a social safety net,
ensuring income and livelihood in the absence of other
employment opportunities. The study found that the
majority of the vendors were married (80%) and had
more than four members in the family. A relatively
small percentage of women street vendors are
unmarried (2%), divorced (8%), or widowed (10%).
The data reveal a strong correlation between marital
status and involvement in street vending activities.
Married women are significantly more likely to engage
in this occupation than unmarried women. Therefore,
marriage often plays a pivotal role in women's decisions
to participate in street vending, potentially driven by the
need to support their families financially. Widowed
women, in particular, are more likely to rely on street
vending as their sole source of income. This highlights
the economic challenges faced by widows, who may
have limited financial resources and increased
responsibilities for supporting themselves and their
children.
30%

26%

16%
14%
10%
8%
- I I

Kachari ~ Other

25% 2%

20%
15%
10%
5%
0%

Boro Garo Bagan Rabha Karbi

Percentage

Community

Figure. 3 Community of the Respondents
(Source: Field Survey 2022-23)

The majority of the women street vendors are from
Assam and Meghalaya's tribal communities, such as
Boro, Garo, Rabha, Karbi, and Kachari. Garo women
account for 26% of all women vendors in Guwabhati, the
highest proportion in the city. The majority of the
vendors have large families, indicating that women with
large families feel obligated to work and earn for their
families, whereas women with smaller families do not
engage in street vending or work outside of their
homes.

3.2 Economic Participation and Empowerment

Street vending plays a crucial role in generating
income and employment opportunities, as well as
affordable goods and services that contribute to the
local economy and empowerment for women. A key
indicator of their well-being and potential for
empowerment is the increase in the income level for
Indigenous women in Guwahati City. Women engaging
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Figure 4 Average Daily Income of the Respondents
(Source: Field Survey 2022-23)

The data highlights that a significant portion of
Indigenous women vendors earn modest incomes while
working in the market of Guwahati, Assam. A
substantial 60% of respondents reported earning
between ¥500 and X1000 per day, indicating a reliance
on low-income, informal work. Only 26% earned
between 1000 and 1500 daily, and a smaller
percentage (10%) earned over I1500. While a
significant portion of respondents reported modest daily
earnings, the income generated from street vending
plays a crucial role in their economic empowerment. It
provides a vital source of livelihood, providing them
with the financial means to meet their basic needs,
improve their standard of living, and contribute to
household expenses. Moreover, the ability to earn an
independent income can enhance women's economic
security and reduce their reliance on others. It
empowers them by giving them control over their
economic situation. Beyond the economic benefits,
street vending also contributes to social empowerment.
It facilitates social interaction and community
engagement. Engaging in economic activity boosts
women's self-esteem and confidence, enabling them to
participate more fully in their communities.
Additionally, street vending can provide women with
opportunities to network, build relationships, and
develop new skills. Increased participation in economic
activities also contributes to increased recognition and
representation of their group. Thus, street vending has
helped women to challenge the existing stereotypes in
Indian society and promote social inclusion.

The high rate of bank account ownership among
Indigenous women street vendors (82%) is a significant
indicator of their economic and social empowerment.
Access to a bank account provides these women with a
secure and convenient way to manage their finances,
facilitating various economic activities. This indicates
that informal work has enabled poorer women to
mobilise their economic status, leading to financial
stability. This has empowered the indigenous women to
make informed decisions about their economic well-
being and reduce their vulnerability to financial
exploitation.

Figure 5: Family Decision Making
(Source: Field Survey 2022-23)

Understanding the dynamics of family decision-
making is crucial for comprehending the socio-
economic context of street vendors. The study indicates
that the growing trend towards joint decision-making
suggests a growing recognition of women's
contributions to household finances and their right to
participate in important family decisions among the
indigenous women vendors from the Northeastern
region of India. The data shows that decision-making
power within families reveals that the majority of
women headed the household. While a significant
majority (60%) of Indigenous women street vendors
indicated joint decision-making with their husbands,
there remains a notable disparity, with 28% of the
respondents having their wife as the sole decision-
maker in the family and only 12% of the respondents
having their husband as the sole decision-maker.
Additionally, joint decision-making has contributed to
social empowerment by fostering more equitable
relationships within families and challenging traditional
gender roles. Therefore, women's economic
empowerment has led women to have more control
over their finances and decide on how to allocate or
invest the family resources. However, the persistence of
sole decision-making by husbands in some families
highlights the ongoing challenges faced by many
Indigenous women in achieving true gender equality.
This disparity in decision-making power has limited

women's economic opportunities and perpetuated
traditional gender roles, hindering their social
empowerment.
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70% 66% .
o 60% 56% 54%
?!P 50% 38%
g 40% 32%
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& & &
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Figure 6 Assets of Respondents
(Source: Field Survey 2022-23)

Figure 6 reveals asset ownership among women
vendors, which provides valuable insights into their
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economic and social empowerment. By owning mobile
phones, television sets, fans, vehicles, and bicycles,
these women can improve their business efficiency,
expand their reach, and access information, leading to
increased income and customer base. These assets
contribute to their self-sufficiency, financial stability,
and overall well-being. The prevalence of mobile
phones (74% of the respondents) as the most owned
asset highlights their importance as tools for conducting
business, communicating with customers, and accessing
information. Television ownership (38% of the
respondents) provides access to news, current events,
and educational programs. This technological
empowerment enhances women's efficiency and reach,
potentially leading to increased income and customer
base. The ownership of assets such as fans (66% of the
respondents), vehicles (2-wheeler) (56% of the
respondents) and bicycles (54% of the respondents) also
reflects the practical needs of street vendors. Fans
provide comfort and relief from the heat, improving
working conditions and potentially increasing
productivity. Vehicles, particularly two-wheelers, can
facilitate the transportation of goods and enhance
mobility, expanding the potential reach of women's
businesses. The income generated from street vending
has enabled Indigenous women to improve their quality
of life. They have been able to purchase essential assets,
such as mobile phones, televisions, and vehicles, that
have enhanced their daily lives and business efficiency.
Access to these assets has provided them with greater
mobility, communication capabilities, and information
access, expanding their opportunities and social
networks. By providing a means of income generation,
fostering financial independence, and challenging
traditional gender roles, street vending has contributed
to improved livelihoods and greater well-being for these
women.

The ability to earn a regular income has empowered
these women to make decisions about their own
financial well-being, reducing their reliance on others
and increasing their economic security. These women
have gained confidence, self-esteem, and a sense of
agency by participating in economic activities. They
have been able to challenge traditional gender roles and
stereotypes, contributing to a more equitable society.
Furthermore, street vending has facilitated social
interaction and community engagement, allowing
women to build relationships, networks, and develop
new skills.

3.3  Challenges,
Environment

The study illustrates the harsh realities faced by
women vendors, highlighting a lack of government
support and a hostile work environment. The Street
Vendors (Protection of Livelihood and Regulation of
Street Vending) Act, 2014, aims to protect the rights
and livelihoods of street vendors. It provides a
comprehensive framework for regulating street vending

Constraints and  Regulatory

activities, addressing the challenges faced by street
vendors, and promoting their economic empowerment.
Despite the comprehensive nature of the Act, its
implementation has faced several challenges. These
include a lack of awareness among street vendors,
inadequate resources for TVCS, and resistance from
local authorities or private property owners, indicating
that the Act's implementation and monitoring have been
inconsistent across different states (Lyngwa & Sahoo,
2022). The Act establishes Town Vending Committees
to manage vending activities, outlines the rights and
obligations of street vendors, and provides guidelines
for relocation and eviction. The Act also includes a
dispute resolution mechanism, requires local authorities
to prepare a street vending plan, and prohibits
harassment of street vendors. Additionally, it
establishes penal provisions for violations of its
provisions. (GOI, 2014). Therefore, the existence of
policies and regulations, their enforcement can be
inconsistent and often repressive, with authorities
resorting to evictions and other harsh measures
(Peimani & Kamalipour, 2022b). These challenges and
a lack of adequate government support create a difficult
and often hostile work environment for women
vendors, hindering their ability to thrive and contribute
to the economy. One of the major challenges is the
limited availability of space in markets and public
areas. This scarcity of space can lead to intense
competition among vendors to secure prime locations.
As one vendor stated,

“We have to arrive at the market early in the
morning to secure a good spot for our shops. There are
often disputes among vendors over prime locations.”

The lack of a fixed vending spot has led to
competition with other street vendors, particularly with
their male counterparts. In addition to these challenges,
street vendors also face threats from local goons, which
can create a hostile and unsafe work environment. One
vendor reported,

“Often, intoxicated young men from the
neighbourhood demand money from us. When we
refuse to pay, they resort to force and take it from us”.

These factors collectively contribute to the economic
vulnerability of street vendors, highlighting the need for
targeted interventions to address these challenges and
support their livelihoods. Another pressing issue faced
by women vendors is the absence of basic amenities
such as toilets. As one vendor put it,

“There are no bathrooms here. While men don't
generally face difficulties, women have to contend with
this issue. The situation is particularly challenging
during menstruation.”

The study explores the demand for physical labour
that has an impact on the health of Indigenous women
vendors. The ability to physically stand long hours,
lifting and engaging in the demands of the job causes
various impacts on their health. The study indicates that
the common health problems suffered (78% of
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respondents) reveal that frequent fever is the most
prevalent health issue faced by street vendors, followed
by body pain (62%) and headache (58%). The
challenging working conditions, including the absence
of basic amenities like proper shelters, toilets,
sanitation, and first aid facilities, have an impact on
their health.

100%
90%

88%

68%

80% 72%
70%
58%
60% 50%
50% 42%
40%
30%
20%
10%
0%

Lack of  Lack of credit High price Low Taxes Tough
capital facility

Percentage

commodity income/no competition
profit

Challenges

Figure. 7 Financial Challenges of the Respondents
(Source: Field Survey 2022-23)

The study also illustrates the unstable financial
situation faced by all women vendors. A substantial
88% of respondents identified this as a major concern,
indicating that rising costs of goods in the market
significantly impact their profitability (Fig.7). The
second is the low income and no profit, affecting 72%
of the respondents. This aligns with Fig. 4, indicating a
significant portion of vendors (64%) earning less than
%1000 per day, highlighting the challenges with low
income and no profit. This suggests that many street
vendors struggle to earn sufficient income to meet their
basic needs and save for the future.

In addition to these challenges, street vendors face
threats from local goons. One vendor reported,

“Often, intoxicated young men from the
neighbourhood demand money from us. When we
refuse to pay, they resort to force and take it from us”.

The low earnings are attributed to various factors,
including limited access to resources, discrimination,
the informal nature of their work, and threats and
extortion from local goons. Other notable challenges
include lack of capital(68%), taxes(58%), lack of credit
facilities(50%), and tough competition(42%). 8% of
vendors reported that they pay 50, 4% pay X100 and
64% of the women vendors pay a tax of X150 to GMC
on all market days (Thursday & Sunday) in Beltola
market. Only 24% of the vendors do not pay any tax.
Despite the tax, women still find difficulty in getting
space to sell in the market. The government of India has
implemented various schemes to support street vendors.
Schemes like PM SVANidhi and Pradhan Mantri
MUDRA Yojana (PMMY) have been instrumental in
improving the financial well-being of vendors by
providing access to affordable credit, enabling them to
invest in working capital, expand their businesses, and
weather unforeseen circumstances. The increasing
financial inclusion index (56.4 in March 2022 to 60.1 in
March 2023) (Reserve Bank of India, 2023) indicates
that these schemes have successfully expanded access

to formal credit facilities. Various organisations such as
the National Association of Street Vendors of India
(NASVI) and SEWA Bank have demonstrated their
commitment to supporting street vendors through
pandemic relief efforts and financial inclusion
programs. While these schemes have made substantial
progress, it is evident that there is still a pressing need
for more comprehensive support. Despite the
government's efforts, street vendors continue to face
numerous challenges. One of the most significant issues
is the lack of government support, as highlighted by the
respondents' concerns regarding basic facilities like
toilets and drinking water.

“What do I say about government facilities? We do
not get any facilities from the government. If the
government could at least help us with toilets and
drinking water facilities, we would be grateful.”

The study indicates a lack of basic facilities and
government support, highlighting the urgent need for
government intervention to address the challenges faced
by street vendors.

4. Discussions

The research presents the socio-economic realities
and multifaceted challenges faced by indigenous
women street vendors in Guwahati, Northeast India,
emphasizing their role in navigating economic necessity
and promoting empowerment within a constrained
informal sector. The demographic profile indicates that
a significant proportion of women entering street
vending have limited formal education (56% illiterate)
and engage in vending for economic sustenance,
aligning with Jamir & Pongen (2022) and Munishi et al.
(2021), who emphasize street vending as a vital
livelihood strategy for marginalized groups, particularly
women from tribal and rural backgrounds. This study’s
sample, drawn from tribal communities like Garo,
Boro, Rabha, Karbi, and Kachari, reflects higher female
participation in Northeast India compared to mainland
regions, where women constitute a smaller proportion
of vendors (Bhowmik, 2005). The data indicate 80% of
women street vendors are married, consistent with
Gogoi & Phukan (2020) findings in upper Assam,
where 79.72% of married tribal women vendors entered
the trade post-marriage. This suggests a strong link
between marriage and street vending, with married
women more likely to participate, likely due to financial
responsibilities for their families. The high percentage
of women with minimal education shows the sector’s
role as an accessible entry point into economic activity,
despite its precarious nature, a pattern shown in
Haflong, Assam, where low education correlates with
subsistence-level vending (Gogoi & Phukan, 2020).

The analysis reveals that street vending serves as a
critical pathway for rural-to-urban migration and
economic integration, particularly for tribal women who
face systemic socio-economic constraints in the formal
labor market. The data that 74% of respondents had no
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prior formal employment directly supports Das(2016)
finding that the informal sector also acts as a primary
source of livelihood and not just a last resort, for a large
population in Guwahati who are unable to access
formal jobs.

Similarly, Das (2016) also indicates that 68% of
informal sector workers in Guwahati are migrants
seeking jobs, reinforcing the role of vending in
economic integration for marginalized groups,
particularly women. The income shows that while street
vending provides essential income, most earning
between I500-31000 daily (60%), it remains largely
insufficient for substantial economic independence,
reflecting findings from studies on informal sector
earnings (Bhowmik, 2005; Tangworamongkon, 2014).
Nonetheless, even modest earnings contribute
significantly to household welfare, highlighting the role
of street vending in promoting economic resilience. A
large proportion of women own bank accounts (82%)
and assets such as mobile phones (74%) and basic
household appliances, indicating a degree of financial
inclusion and technological empowerment. This
supports the notion that informal sector participation
can catalyze social and economic empowerment,
corroborating the arguments of Chattopadhyay (2005)
and Saikia (2024). The emerging decision-making
power within households, especially joint decision-
making with husbands (60%), suggests a gradual shift
towards gender-inclusive roles. This growing financial
and economic empowerment not only gives women
greater control over their finances but also contributes
to social empowerment by promoting more equitable
relationships within families and challenging traditional
gender roles. The ownership of assets and increased
agency reflect a positive trend towards social
empowerment, aligning with existing frameworks on
women’s empowerment (Dandekar, 1986; Roy, 2022).
Asset ownership reflects practical empowerment,
enabling business efficiency and mobility. However,
indigeneity adds complexity, as tribal women challenge
stereotypes through vending, unlike mainland India,
where gender and caste exacerbate exclusion (Hapke &
Ayyankeril, 2018).

However, despite these positive indicators, significant
challenges hinder the full realization of women’s
empowerment. The regulatory environment remains
fraught with difficulties, including inadequate
enforcement of policies like the Street Vendors Act,
2014 (Mahadevia et al, 2016), and persistent
harassment and threats from local goons as noted by
Lyngwa & Sahoo (2022) and Peimani & Kamalipour
(2022). The lack of basic amenities such as toilets and
sanitation facilities exacerbates health risks, especially
during menstruation, highlighting infrastructural neglect
aligning with broader informal sector studies (P.
Khumalo and Ntini, 2021). The physical toll of street
vending- long hours, exposure to heat, and health
issues-further demonstrates the sector’s vulnerability.

Financial constraints, including limited access to

credit (50%), high taxation (58%), and extortion (88%),
undermine vendors’ economic stability, consistent with
Karunaratna & Tjandra (2021) and Kottaram (2021).
The findings reflect the broader literature that informal
vendors often operate under oppressive conditions with
limited state support (Lyngwa & Sahoo, 2022; P.
Khumalo & Ntini, 2021). While government schemes
like PM SVANidhi and MUDRA provide some relief,
the persistent gaps in basic infrastructure and social
protection indicate that these initiatives are insufficient
to address the structural wvulnerabilities faced by
indigenous women vendors.
The interplay of economic necessity and structural
constraints shapes indigenous women’s participation in
Guwahati’s street vending sector. While vending
promotes economic empowerment through income
generation and asset ownership, as seen in the ability to
navigate urban public spaces, challenges like regulatory
gaps and health risks limit its transformative potential.
Das (2016) indicates that street vending (31.2% of
informal enterprises) contributes significantly to
employment (90%) but lacks social security and SHG
engagement, paralleling the present study’s findings on
infrastructural and financial barriers. Drawing on Gogoi
and Phukan (2020) and Jamir and Pongen (2022),
policies must prioritize robust enforcement of the Street
Vendors Act, establish vending zones with sanitation
facilities, expand microfinance and SHG access, and
address gender-specific vulnerabilities like harassment
to enhance economic empowerment for tribal women in
Guwabhati’s urban public spaces.

5. Conclusion

This study investigates indigenous women’s street
vending in Guwahati, Northeast India, highlighting its
role in economic and social empowerment within urban
public spaces. Predominantly illiterate and married,
tribal women from communities like Garo, Boro,
Rabha, Karbi, and Kachari engage in vending due to
economic necessity, often lacking prior formal
employment. Modest daily earnings contribute to
household welfare but limit economic independence.
High bank account ownership and assets like mobile
phones reflect financial inclusion, while joint decision-
making shows the evolving gender roles. Challenges
include weak enforcement of the Street Vendors Act,
2014, lack of amenities such as toilets, health risks, and
financial constraints like limited credit and extortion,
hindering full empowerment.

The findings show street vending as a survival
strategy for marginalized women, with Guwahati
showing higher participation of tribal women compared
to mainland India, reflecting the Northeast’s unique
socio-cultural context, where tribal women often take
on visible economic roles. Unlike male-dominated
informal sectors in mainland India, vending in
Guwahati empowers women by fostering agency and
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autonomy, allowing them to navigate urban public
spaces, earn an independent income, and challenge
traditional gender norms. However, regulatory gaps and
health challenges persist, limiting the extent of
empowerment.

Theoretically, the study views  women’s
empowerment as a multifaceted process of agency,
autonomy, and control with indigenous tribal women
enhancing their decision-making and economic agency
through street vending, shaped by the cultural
community and resilience. Structural barriers, such as
regulatory gaps and health risks shows that economic
gains alone are insufficient without societal and
institutional support, particularly in Assam’s culturally
diverse urban setting. Practically, high financial
inclusion reflects effective policies like PM SVANidhi,
but gaps in amenities and security presents the need for
targeted interventions to strengthen empowerment in
Guwabhati’s urban public spaces.

To enhance empowerment, policies should strengthen
Street Vendors Act enforcement, establish vending
zones with sanitation facilities, expand microfinance
and Self-Help Groups, and address harassment. Future
research could explore the impact of digital
technologies on women vendors’ livelihoods and
compare tribal women’s vending experiences across
Northeast India’s culturally distinct states to inform
sustainable, culturally sensitive policy frameworks.

6. Limitations and Further Study

This study has several limitations. The small sample
size limits the generalizability of the findings to the
broader population of women vendors. Reliance on
snowball sampling may introduce selection bias,
potentially excluding more isolated or underserved
vendors. The cross-sectional design captures only a
snapshot in time and does not account for seasonal or
policy changes. Additionally, the study primarily
focuses on economic and infrastructural factors, with
limited exploration of cultural or psychological aspects
of empowerment. Finally, results are specific to
Guwahati and the Northeastern region, so caution
should be exercised when applying findings elsewhere.
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