Beyond the Grind 
The effects of overwork are not just economic; they are deeply physical and psycholo-gical. 
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In Pakistan, millions of people work long hours with little to no rest. From domestic workers and garment factory staff to food delivery riders and construction labourers, the demand to keep working without breaks, paid leave, or proper time off is treated as a norm, not a violation. This silent crisis rarely makes headlines, yet it affects the health, dignity, and human rights of Pakistan’s workforce. In a country with outdated labour laws and weak enforcement, the “right to rest” has become a missing piece of the labour rights puzzle.
While conversations around wages and employment occasionally find space in policymaking, the rest, both physical and mental, remain dangerously undervalued. It is time Pakistan rethinks this neglect and recognises rest not as a privilege, but as a basic right.
Labour laws in Pakistan do address work hours and leave on paper, but these laws are decades old and poorly enforced. The Factories Act of 1934, for instance, sets the maximum workweek at 48 hours and mandates at least one day off per week. However, these laws were designed for a colonial industrial economy and do not account for today’s realities, including the rise of informal work, contract-based employment, and digital gig platforms.
With labour legislation devolved to the provinces after the 18th Amendment, there has been some progress: Punjab and Sindh, for example, have drafted domestic worker laws and factory inspection reforms. But implementation remains weak, and many workers, especially in informal sectors, remain completely outside the legal system. As a result, rest time is often dictated not by law but by employer convenience, economic pressure, and fear of losing one’s job.
Among the most vulnerable are Pakistan’s domestic workers, often women and girls who serve in homes as cleaners, cooks, and caregivers. Many of them work 12 to 18 hours a day, with no contracts, no holidays, and no minimum wage. Abuse and overwork are common, especially for live-in workers who are expected to be “on call” around the clock. In 2019, the Punjab Domestic Workers Act was introduced to regulate this sector, mandating days off, age limits, and complaint mechanisms. However, most workers remain unaware of their rights, and enforcement has been almost nonexistent. This makes rest an unreachable luxury for domestic workers, despite what the law may claim. Their condition is not simply one of poverty; it is one of human rights denial, where even sleep and safety are uncertain.
In Pakistan’s factories, especially in the textile and garment sectors, labourers often work excessive shifts in unsafe, poorly ventilated conditions. Production targets and piece-rate systems push them to work longer hours, usually without breaks or overtime pay. The situation is worse in the informal economy, which employs over 70 per cent of Pakistan’s workforce. Street vendors, drivers, daily-wage masons, and food sellers typically work without contracts, job security, or access to labour courts. With no state oversight, rest even for meals is rarely guaranteed. This overwork creates constant, invisible health risks.
Pakistan’s growing gig economy has created new challenges for labour rights. Food delivery riders and ride-hailing drivers work through mobile apps, chasing incentives that reward long hours and penalise rest. Without guaranteed shifts or base salaries, many stay logged in for 12 to 14 hours just to earn a basic income, where even a break means lost orders and earnings. Current labour laws do not recognise app-based work as formal employment, leaving these workers without legal protections. Globally, some countries have introduced “right to disconnect” policies, but Pakistan has yet to acknowledge gig workers as part of the labour force. As a result, a class of hyper-flexible but unprotected labourers has emerged, caught between technology and exploitation.
The effects of overwork are not just economic; they are deeply physical and psychological. Sleep deprivation, back pain, chronic fatigue, and stress-related illnesses are widespread among workers who do not get time to rest or recover. Mental health is particularly neglected. Workers suffering from burnout, depression, or anxiety rarely receive care, nor do they have access to paid leave to recover. In some sectors, such as garment factories or street vending, even taking a break could mean losing one’s place or income for the day.
This continuous strain not only harms individuals but also reduces overall productivity, fuels workplace accidents, and places additional burden on families and communities. The right to rest is not a luxury; it is a public health necessity.
To create a fairer and healthier labour environment, Pakistan must make rest a formal, enforceable right. This involves updating provincial labour laws to define and regulate working hours across all sectors, including informal, domestic, and gig-based work. Labour departments need funding and independence to carry out inspections and penalise violations. Digital platforms must be held accountable for how they treat workers, and minimum break times must be protected by law. Public awareness campaigns on labour rights, mental health, and rest culture should be launched in partnership with unions, employers, and civil society. Only by treating rest as a right, not a reward, can Pakistan move toward dignified, humane labour practices.
The denial of rest is not just a labour issue; it is a human rights failure. When people are expected to work endlessly, without pause or protection, society sends a message that labourers are machines, not humans. Rest is not laziness; it is essential for health, safety, dignity, and equality. For Pakistan to build an economy that is sustainable and just, it must recognise that the right to rest is a right to live with dignity. Reforming labour laws to protect this right is not just good policy, it is a moral imperative.
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