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A perception which arises out of the studies of family and
household, from the point of geoder, is the troubled question
of the traditional hierarchies associated with these forms of
organisation. Family with father and mother or husband and
wife, and the rituals that have gone into marriage, and the
rules of behaviour, and the role allocation that nave been spelt
out, sometimes provide an impossible barrier to equality between
the sexes. Thus it is a common phenomena all over the world
and across history-that as women begin to feel their way and
wish to affirm some autonomy for themselves, some freedom
to choose and fulfil their individuality, the first institution that
begins to crack is the family. It is understandable that today,
women, whether in the first world, the socialist world or the
third world, often attack the institution of family as one of the
strongholds of female oppression and want to challenge this
concept, and ask for space to create new families.

These new families would try to have the sense of bonding, of
responsibility, of social security, of even continuity as the old
families had but they would also provide the individuals choices
in coming together, and building a relationship on their own
terms, and not on terms handed to them by antiquity, traditions,
ideology-most of which stemmed from patriarchy or male
attitudes to female capabilities and roles.

It is difficult to demarcate, but it is important to show that
the household as a concept does not necessarily come under
the same form of attack because it is associated with residence.
Yet since very often the two are taken as one and the same and
since household is the term used more frequently in economic and
statistical analysis, a detailed examination of the dynamics of the
household is important. It can help not only to examine the



types of tyrannies as well as possibilities that exist in th
household,. but also to .see how far the concept of household ca:
be reorgaDlsed to provide the kind of organisation that women
may w~nt to belong to, especially in the developing world.

FamJ1~ and ~ousehold are not the same entity either concept-
~ally or 10 relatIOn to statistical theory and method. Household
IS usually defin~d in terms of residence or habitat and family in
le~ms of somethlDg more intimate in human terms of relation-
ships. In s?me ways the word family is used for representing
the most prImary form of social organisation by sociologists
whereas the term household is used by economists and statistici-
an.s, But again with the same purpose namely as the ultimate or
prImary unit of organisation.

We .have concepts like household occupation. household
-enterpnse, household type, which is similar but not the same as
family occupation, family enterprise or family type.

A h~usehold may be engaged predominantly in a certain
-occupatIOn but that may not be the family occupation vI' the
family enterprise. Family occupation and enterprise seem to
suggest either ownership by the family or some traditional,
bomogeneous type of skill or activity.

Yet analytically especially when we look at age and sex-based
inequalities within these two .forms of social and economic
·organisations, we find that the two are not very different whe-
ther within the household or within the family. Both in terms
,?f allocation of social powers and in the allocation of physical
I~ems, women are al ways lower in the hierarchy. Further if some-
times they do have positions of social power within the family
due to age or custom or what are called the rules of conduct
this is certainly not associated with economic power namel;
<:ontrol over resources, incomes and their distribution.

Thus it could be said that it is more often the case that the
household more than the family contains or conceals within it
,~ender-.based. inequalities. It is often also suggested that this
mequalIty stndes across the usual barriers of stratification such
.~s cl~ss, caste, .race and religion. It is even suggested that while
'10 a highly stratified society like India it is difficult to justify
gen~er . as a basis of social and political formation, as gender
-too IS rIven by class, caste and religious-based distances, if con-

ceptually we move away from inter-household di~tances to
intra-household analysis, it is possible to find the baSIS for such
formations. In other words whereas clustering by class or caste
is done on the basis of UIZitS of household clusters; clusterings
Dn the basis of gender Gould be derived from the intra· household
<::haracterisation, units of individuals. By emphasising individual
autonomy, perhaps women would provide a strategy for a1.!,
that is women, men and children. In other words, wome~ s
<::hoices of alternative paths to progress would establIsh
Dpportunities for all.

Thus women from within households have the common
experience of facing different forms of intra-household sub?rdi-
nation whatever tbe class or caste, and this common experIence
witbin this world of household could not only provide the basis
of organisation but also provide perspectives wbich could be
<:alled feminism, or the method and articulation of women. ,

Today, amongst the poor in rural areas, whether tbey are
'scheduled castes or not, poverty and unemployment are so acute
that there is a great push towards various types of migration

,'Whicb has also diluted the family. Then there is the economic
phenomenon of fe~ale-headed household where women are
bread-winners and nurturers. Family therefore is not a crucial
foundation for tbese classes and castes.

In the Indian context where the tradition offamily, its bonds,
its interdependence, its burning loyalty to each other are wor-
ship,ped, whether they are real or not, the way tbe scenario is
usually painted is to suggest that the family is a homogeneous
unit. Individuals work towards the optimization of tbe family
well-being. In other words, the interest of all members of the
family would naturally coincide, as each of them would be
working not for himself, but for the benefit of all the intercon-
nected units. A father would labour to bring home bread for tbe
rest of tbe family, the women, the children, his parents, perhaps
even his brothers and sisters. The women and children in turn
would work to look after each other and tbe rest. If one person
in a family is called to represent the family, or given access to
development opportunities, the interest of all would be covered,
and further if information is being gathered for a decision-making
purpose, wbether it is to design a programme of benefits, whe-



ther to collect aD opinioD ODwider polity, or ODlocal crises, one
person from the family, male or female, should be able to reflect
that family's Deeds.

This is perhaps quite all right wheD the family does have a
lifestyle where there is some shariDg of iDformatioD, even if not
sharing of tasks, and when there is at least a basic miDimum
wherewithal which does not require difficult decisions of distribu-
tioD within the family. In other words, this is a fair presumptioD
iDfamilies like yours aDd mine.

But in a household with a crisis for survival, with insufficieDt
resources, at the lowest levels of poverty, the patterns of family
life are different. Man, woman and child are all endeavouring to
keep themselves alive through some activity whether it i3 to dig
for roots, to examine garhage for waste, or to travel long dis;.
tances for wage work. There is not much time to share each
otber's lives around a family hearth or sittiDg room. Lives, by
Decessity, get acutely segregated both in space aDd iD tasks and
to that extent perceptions are limited to personal experience.

Men may know that their women are working hard to fetch
water aDd fuel, to tend childreD or cattle, but they may not
kDow how hard aDd at what cost. Women may know that their
meD are labouring for a wage, that a job may be humiliating and
enervating-but they may Dot kDow what the men know.
Domains of experience become thickly demarcated and so
ignorance gets petrified. Individual members of the family are
unable to speak for the others and those who have less access
to this tool of communication, such as women and children,
remain neglected.

Little children do not know family as we know it. What do
the little children of cODstruction workers iD Delhi kDow of
family, or of any social institutioD such as a school? They know
rubble, they know ODeparent-or perhaps not even a parent-a
sibling. They grow up without a neighbourhood, seeing large
numbers of meD and women working around them. Similarly,
what would a child from Ratnagiri or from Tehri Garhwal know
of family? The father may be away iD Delhi working as a cook
or a driver iffrom Tehri Garhwal or in Bombay if from Ratna-girL

Much has been written about the sociological family-the

t ry formal Don·formal rules and procedures that operate

~~:h~:~. ~ut the ;OCiological fa~i:y ~~Idyi~:rpe~~a~~o:m~~:ste~~~
. f; By aDd the economIc a ,

nomIc am - . d sufficiently. These households are ~ot
poor has Dot been stud Ie lations Their autonomy ISa
institutions with rules and re;~hat an; interfereDce with allo-
fiction-and the usual argumen . . D the household's

. "thO the household IS aggressIOn 0 "
catIon WI 10 " d I morality or moral blmdness.a conveDlent an crue ?
1'lutoDomy, . h f edoms are we taking away.
Where there are ~o choI.ces ': altf re "Iyis often described as the

The much studIed soclOloglca amI. t It may DOtbe suffici-
f the world-or larger SOCley. .

microcosm 0 h" . f the economic family-for thIS
eDtIy realIzed how true t" IS~s~t the economic characteristics
ecoDomic household contalOsllO I ual distribution of economic

f h I er world' name y uneq .
o t e arg . h' capital access responSI-b fits related to owners 'p, , ,
power; ene " family the greaterbility, and gender. Th~ less the resources 10 a •

the in~qualit~ \~ithin It. t d to move away from family to
Many soclehes have attemp e of ChiDa

new fo~ms of cOllect~~b~~~:D~;t~~;~eJ.~~ec~~::::s of Gandhi,
and VIetnam, the ... E rope and North America areaDd even the new commuDlhes 10 u

examples ?f this thr~~~em arose out of an iDterest in reorganis-
. But ~hII~.mo:tD~ distribution, Gandhi's effort arose out
109 pro uc I?t?n of the tyranny of the family ODwomen. Heof a recogm 10

wrote:

'. . proba~ly the oldest social institution an~ the m~st
MarrIage IS his une ual struggle of women agamst s~clal
abused... '.. In t ihem nothing has played so crucial a
tyraDDJeSI~pose~t ~~n fact ~he base from which the conti-
part as marrIage. IS I d For men it is a cloak which
nuous attack~ on thfemha.ret':~~neg~the betrayals of their socialcovers a multItude 0 t elr lal I ,

obligations.

He saw role allocatioD whethe;o~er~:e~~S~:~::~:~~~~;d~~
betweeD castes and classes, as the I k night-

. S h made an attempt to make manua wor ,
nahon. 0 e . t k for all men andsoil IiftiD kitchen work aD sewmg, as s
womeD ;hO lived in an ashram. Today when women find the



family tyrannical-in the West or East-they demand an end to
role stereotyping.

The essays that have been collected in this volume range from
those looking at specific distribution of nutrition and health
within households, through the methodology of their measure-
ment to external attitudes and perceptions that enhance this dis-
crimination.

The main thrust of these essays is to first, quantify, reveal and
analyse the inequality in nutrition, in energy outputs and inputs
in workloads that exist within these households. And second, to
show that the existing methodology of measuring both the pro-
duce of women as well as its distribution in India and else-
where is inadequate as it stands today. Some ideas on how
measurement can be improved to reveal these inequalities is
provided.

Several of the essays in this volume have made an attempt to
quantify the extent to the sex-wise inequalities within a household
in distribution of consumption resources and in devolution of
responsibilities. Sen and Sengupta in their paper "Malnutrition
of Rural Children and the Sex Bias" have presented their
findings of a survey of total child population of two somewhat
differently situated villages of West Bengal. They found that a
bias against female children is inbuilt in the familial cultural
values. The greater value put on male children is not necessarily
supported by the actual experience of the people concerned.
Nevertheless unless the families are exposed to modern, urban
values mainly through mother's education, the bias remains even
in relatively prosperous households. Similarly, Chowdhury, in
his paper "Maternal Nutrition in Rural Bangladesh" has given
the findings of a large and extensive sample survey. These show
that in their continuous cycle since adolescence, of pregnancy-
lactation-pregnancy, the women of Bangladesh have traditionally
received little additional nutrition. Therefore women of repro-
ductive age as a group are the worst sufferers from malnutrition
whether as a result of lean season scarcity or secular increase in
poverty.

Batliwala in her papar on "Women in Poverty; The Energy,
Health and Nutrition Syndrome" analyses available data regard-
ing relative input of calorific energy by rural men and women in

their daily activities. Her findings are that women's daily acti-
vities, which are mostly perennial, use up more calories than
even the peak period activities of men. This holds true even if
one leaves out women's additional calorific requirements during
pregnancy and lactation. It is worth noting that Chowdhury's
study had also shown that women of Bangladesh have to bear
the responsibility of child nutrition through breast feeding for as
long as an average period of 30 months. The distribution of
food within the family, however, usually does not correspond to
this division of responsibilities. In the region covered by the
study of BatliwaJa allocation of food to women was on an
average about 25 per cent below that to men.

The Visaria study "Indian Households with Female Heads:
Their Incidence, Characteristics and Level of Living" is an atte-
mpt to derive some information on this topic from the standard
nationwide official data sources, i.e., the population census and
the national sample survey enquiries. The official conception of
who is the head of a household is severely biased by prevalent
social values; but even from this underestimation of female-
headed households, it becomes quite clear that such households
are severely handicapped by a lack of assets and other souroes of
earning. Their responsibilities in the form of number of depen-
dents however remain almost the same.

The next two studies, i.e., Dutt's and Krishnaswamy and Raj-
gopal's are explorations in the general belief that however
handicapped a particular group is, an increase in the general
level of welfare of the surrounding population will benefit if by
a "trickling down" process. Public policies following these
precepts assume that programmes for backward classes or regions
will also benefit women of the concerned groups. The papers
point out that unless there are special programmes to help
women in particular, they are more than likely to miss out on
the benefits. Indeed, the programmes may lead to a worsening
of women's relative position, because their few benefits generally
go to men. Also, unless such programmes are directed to the
specific needs felt by the women concerned the standard schemes
for maternal welfare or adult literacy may do little to alleviate
their actual problems. Interestingly, tbis was also one of the
findings of ths Sen and Sengupta study mentioned above that a



general welfare scheme like land reforms does not alter the
intrafamily sex bias in nutrition. It takes a specific nutrition
scheme for children to achieve that result.

The two papers on women's position in the labour market
approach the theme from a somewhat different angle. Sen in her
paper has examined the interregional variations in the relative
participation of women as wage labour in agriculture. For a
given crop, women, jf allowed to participate in the work, retain
almost identical tasks. In rice cultivation they mainly do trans-
planting weeding, harvesting and the pest harvest operation, but
while in some regions, these tasks are performed wholly by
women, in other they are shared by workers of both sexes. Sen
finds that their interregional variations are thus not so much due
to technological factors but mainly to intercultural variations in
the taboos on women's work.

Similarly Banerjee is concerned with the nature and extent of
sex-wise discrimination in the labour market. After considering
and allowing for standard economic factors which can account
for women's relatively inferior position, she suggests that the
nature of occupations assigned to women and their evaluation by
society are once again closely related to women's work and its
evaluation within the household.

There is then a strong prima facie case for arguing that, in our
society, the inadequate recognition and low evaluation of
women's role in the households has been the major factor con-
tributing to the generally low status and welfare of women.
However, in order to establish the case sufficiently strongly to
demand radical changes in an institution as deeply entrenched
as the household, it is necessary to have a broad based, strongly
objective data system. This is precisely the problem for women's
studies. The conceptual framework of existing data systems is
not value neutral: it reflects the biases of the society in that a
large part of women's work is lumped under the broad label
housework and then, following the standard international con-
ventions, women are grouped amongst the non·workers and
their product is left out of the national product estimates.

That the lndian data collecting agencies have never questioned
this setup is not necessarily because of their deliberate chauvi-
nism. As Bhattacharya in his paper "On the Issue at Under-

enumeration of Women's Work in the Indian Data Collecting
System" has pointed out, the nature of women's work and the
varying circumstances under which it is carried out, often creates
genuine problems of perception of it not just by investigators
but also by the women themselves and by their family members.
Most of women's work is done indoors. It is often interspersed
with housework and quite often the value of their products is
very low, relative to the total income of tbe household. In spite
of considerable debate, no methodology bas yet been devised.
for collecting such data on standards required for international;
comparisons.

Jain has been a pioneer in India in her attempts to devise ac
methodology of bringing to light the numerous productive tasks.
that women do and the extent of their day-to-day involvement in,
them. This is necessary in order to assess the extent to which
women are actually productive as participants in economia·
activities. Jain has undertaken a survey of women's work in,
several villages of Rajasthan and West B~ngal. She recorded in.
detail the activity patterns of selected women in these villages.
over the entire day for extended periods during a year. Her-
findings which are given in her paper "The Household Ttap,:
Report of a Field Survey of Female Activity Patterns" a,re·
interesting in themselves because of the interregional cultural
variations they bring out. No less interesting is .the light she
throws on the feasibility of such a method of field survey where
an investigator stays for some time in the village and. observes.
the women at close quarters to record their daily lifestyle. She
contends that this is the only way to break the barriers of per-
ception that have led to continuous neglect of women's economic
role ..

Krishnamurthy in his paper, "The Investigator, the Respon-
dent a~? the Survey: The. Problem of Getting Good Data on
Women I~also concerned with this issue of .methodology. He
too apprecIates the need to devise an alternative method of data
collection for a better appteciaJion of women's contribution to
the economy but he has several reservations about the method
of long p~riod observation suggested by Jain. Large-scale surveys
?ave theIr own limitations in that the .investigation has to be
lhrough a number of scattered investigators who cannot be



expected nor allowed to use their own understanding in drawing
out responses. He is somewhat sceptical about the suitability of
Jain's method to large·s,ale surveys because of the difficulties of
devising adequate and suitably neutral investigative aids.

Mukherjee in his paper "Contributions to and J]se of Social
Product by Women" is concerned with the other side of the same
coin, i.e , a methodology for evaluation of work in order to give
it due weight::lge in estimates of the national product Since most
of women's work is not valued for the market, their contribu-
tion to the national economy is totally ignored, and they are
relegated to the inferior status of dependent. He argues that this
underestimates not only the value of womel!l'S labour but also
tbe general level of welfare in the country. His suggestion of
measures for valuation of this work arc very tentative and meant
basically to stimulate research in tbis very important field.

This very brief survey of the papers in this volume probably
helps to identify its basic character. ]n a field often dominated
by emotional reactions and subjective valuation, these scholars
are all trying to provide a sound underpinning of unbiased
data to their theoretical analysis. This is essentially th~ main
objective of the group -Economists Interested in Women's
Issues (commonly known as EIW1G)-which had originally
organised t!:)ese debates.

It is the hope of those who have brought together these
papers that this volume will provide the first step to further
investigations of the household, further changes in statistical
coliections and statistical method. It is also their hope that

..imperfections in the papers can be discussed and improved
upon.
At another level these papers emphasize the need to see

gender-based inequalIty as an intense harsh reality. Why, it can
be asked, after seeing the quantitative data of female effort
and contribution, does this society deprive them? They seem
vital for thi; society's existence and continued survi val. They are
sole supporters, daughters support parents in old age almost in
equal proportion to sons, they put in longer hours of labour,
they nurture at all cost and yet they are fed less, provided less
health care.

Subsuming this issue within class and caste in India, is causing

havoc and decimating Indian women. Survival strategies for
poor women and infants are revealing and praiseworthy, but
demean the society which has closed its doors of perception
to this reality. This book is a small attempt to burst open these
doors.

This collection of essays is a result of a process initiated at the
first National Conference on Women's Studies held at Bombay
in 1981.

In the field of women studies, economic and statistical research
is still not fully explored and developed or brought together.
Yet various issues emerge when women are studied which ques-
tion existing economic theories, classificatory systems, definitions,
concepts and measurement technologies.

At the first National Conference on Women's Studies, some
economists met and agreed that it would be useful for a group
to be formed which could be called: Economists Interested in
Women Issues. The overall purpose of forming a loose network
would be to consolidate existing knowledge on data, analysis,
and policy problems concerning women insofar as it enters the
purview of economics and statistics.

Some issues which were identified as requiring workshops, and
seminars to consolidate knowledge, explore and clarify hypothe-
ses, substantiate criticisms were:

L Work and employment-concepts, definition, measure-
ment.

2. Data base-for perceiving, quantifying inequality between
- sexes including within the household, in access to goods

and services .
3. Home based work-problems, prospects.
It was felt that once a list of interested persons was formed

with some additional information on their special interrst, re-
search and other experience, this could also provide a list of
resource persons which could serve bodies like the National
Statistical Advisory Board or the Planning Commission and others
when they need scrutinies and consultations.

Thus an informal society of economists interested in women's
issues was born. This society planned a series of seminars whic I

would create an intra-disciplinary forum and fill some of the;;
gaps. The first seminar was held in Delhi in 1982 and concentr ,.



ted on a number of technical aspects of women's work and
employment. It emphasised the data base, both what it revealed
as well as how it needed to be improved. The second seminar held
at Calcutta, in 1983concentrated on providing more information
relevant to women's work within poverty households. Even here,
however, the focus included both phenomena as well as the
measuring tools.

A third seminar has been held in Madras in 1984. This
seminar discussed the link between the organisation, technology
and women's employment. We hope this process will go on, each
time peeling off another layer qf fact and fiction in relation to
women's work and employment.

The focus of this volume is on women in poverty hous.eholds:
the· kind of issues that need to be highlighted as well as the
kind of methodologies that have to be used. The implicit aim is
equality.

DEVAKI JAIN

NfRMALA BAl'-ERJIlE



Malnutrition of Rural Children and
the Sex BiasI

The severity of endemic hunger and malnutrition in rural India
has been much discussed. One particular aspect of it that
deserves special attention is the appalling level of malnutritioned
children. Further, there is the additional issue of sex bias. In
an earlier study by one of the authors of this' article, Informa-
tion relating to the greater extent of female malnutrition of
various types (from "slight" to "severe") among children was
analysed.2 .

This paper reports on some empirical fieldwork done by the
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authors at the Agro-Economic Research Centre at Santiniketan.
One of the problems with malnutrition studies is the difficulty
of getting exact information regarding the age of the children,
and this is a serious obstacle since the usual measurement of
malnutrition is based on "weight for age." While there are other
measures of malnutrition, they typically require considerable
medical expertise; the 'weight for age' criterion is less suscepti-
ble to measurement errors. The test of "weight for age" has in-
deed been very widely used and there is also some scope for
comparability with results elsewhere. But the difficulty of getting
accurate age data is a serious one. In this empirical study,
special attention was paid to collect these data accurately, in-
cluding double-checking the age idormation with the help of
persons resident in the village familiar with the exact history of
each family.

The second reason for doing primary data collection was the
belief that data about the children must be systematically
related to information about the economic and social back-
~round of each family. This we have tried to do.

The two villages that were selected for study are both in the
Birbhum district of West Bengal. One of them, viz., Sahajapllr,
is about 7 km from Bolpur town, and is a roadside village, con-
nected with Dolpur by a metalled road. The other, viz., Kuchli,
is 15 'km from Bolpur, alld is much more isolated from the
town. Indeed access to Kuchli is difficult at all times, and more
so in the iainy season. Sahajapur is the bigger of the two
villages, consisting of 205 households, compared with 126house-
holds in Kucbli. Sahajapur has also been studied extensively in
the past by the Agro-Economic Research Centre at Santiniketan,
during 1956, 1961 and 1981-the last being a study by John
Harris.3

There has been a very active land reform programme around
Kuchli, and the results of that are visible in the pattern of land
pwnership in that village. On the other hand, Sahajapur bas a
programme of direct nutritional intervention in the form of
providing lunch for Santal children (250 gm of milk and pulses

per child }:cr day), who constitute a substantial part of the-
population of children in Sahajapur (as indeed they also do in
Kuchli, but there without the benefit of direct nutritional inter-
vention),4 In both villages, left-wing parties are influential, and
the level of political activism quite high.

Altogether 236 children were studied, all below 5 years of
age (i.e., aged 60 months or less). Of these 236, the number
from Sahajapur was 146 and from Kuchli 90. The numbers of
boys and girls were not equal, which is not surprising in a
sample of this size and type. There are 80 boys and 66 girls of
this age group from Sahajapur and 42 boys and 48 girls from
Kuchli. These are indeed all the children in this age group in
the two viilages, except that two boys from Kuchli are not in-
cluded since they were away in another village throughout the
period of the survey and later checking. The surveys are basi-
cally cases of complete enumeration, rather than of samples.

Malnutrition of Children in General
The general level of malnutrition of children in both the

villages is distressingly high.5 For the purpose of classification
we used the standard "Weight Curves from Birth to Five Years
of Age" used'in this part of the country, In these standard
curves, Curve I, which is described as bounding the "weight of
average well-fed healthy children", is in fact related to the
international anthropometric standards, often called the
"Harvard Standard", but it corresponds to 80 per cent of the
Harvard Standard for nearly all ages (with the exception of
weight at age 0 where it is about 90 per cent of the standard).

Slohn Harris, "Making Out on Liinited Resources or What Happened
10 Semi-Feudalism in a Bengal District," CRESSlDA, Calcutta, April
1982.

4In both villages, however, the primary schools (one each in the two
villages) are covered by the mid-day meal programme with a quarter
pound of bread per head supplied to students. Children above 5 are
admitted to such schools.

5It may rementioned here that both the villages were severely affected
by drought in the months between July and September 1982. But at the
time of the present study in february-March 1983, both the villages were
found to have substantially recovered from the effects of the drought, in
terms of the usual drought induced characteristics such as widespread
emaciation. For a detailed report on the effects of drought of 1982, see
A Study in Drought in Birbhum, West Bengal, edited by Sunil Sengupta,
Agro-Economic Research Centre, Santiniketan, 1932.



The growth charts are standardly used in India, and it is
useful to note that the instructions to the para-medical staff in
this region, given along with the diagram of four Weight
Curves (denoted respectively as I, II, III and IV), include the
following:

Children whose weights fall between lines I and II are
slightly undernourished and require nutrition education of
the mother and supplementary feeding at home. Children
whose weights fall between lines n and III are undernourished
and require supplementary feeding at the Anganwadi.
Children whose weights fall below line III are severely mal-
nourished. Consult the doctor and follow his advice. Children
whose weights fall below line IV will have to be hospitalised
for treatment.

We shall refer to children between lines I and II as "slightly
undernourished", between lines II and III as •'moderately under-
nourished", between lines III and IV as "severely undernouri-
shed", and below line IV as "disastrously undernourished.

Both in Sahajapur and Kuchli, eight per cent of the children
were found to be disastrously undernourished. As far as other
levels of undernourishment are concerned, while the extents
were remarkably high in both villages, Sahajapur consistently
did worse than Kuchli. Table 1 presents the informatior.. in
percentage terms for comparison. It is easily checked that

'TABLE 1. PERCENTAGE OF VARIOUS LEVELS OF UNDER-

NOURISHMENT OF CHILDREN BELOW 5
IN THE Two VILLAGES

Village Below 1 Below Il Below III Below IV Undernourish-
ment Index

Sahajapur 93 72 41 8 54
Kuchli 84 64 34 8 48

Sahajapur dominates Kuchli in terms of undernourishment
(using "Lorenz Curve" type comparison). It is, however, con-
venient to have a numerical index of malnutrition, and this

has been done here by weighted averaging with the weights of 1
for the slightly undernourished, 2 for the moderately under-
nourished, 3 for the severely undernourished, and 4 for the dis-
astrously undernourished, and then normalising this total
score to run between an absolute minimal figure of a (in the
case of everyone being on line I or above), and 100 (in the
case in which everyone is below line IV). In term of this index,
Kuchli's undernourishment score is 48 and that of Sahajapur 54,

The difference between Kuchli and Sahajapur is not surpris-
ing. Even though Sahajapur is more integrated with the urban
economy, it has the disadvantages as well as the advantages
of that integration. In particular, the problem of having to
compete with more powerful buyers in a system of competitive
"entitlement" has been discussed elsewhere in general terms.6
There is also the more obvious fact that the extent of landless-
ness is much more pervasive in Sahajapur.7 While 60 per cent
of the children in Sahajapur were from the families that are
landless, only 18 per cent in Kuchli come from such families.
Furthermore, even the average amount of land owned by the
Kuchli population, in families with children, works out as more
than 33 per cent higher than the corresponding figure for
Sahajapur.

Table 2 presents a comparative malnutrition picture of
children from landed and landless families in the two villages.

TABLE 2. PERCENTAGE OF UNDERNOURISHMENT OF CHILDREN

BELOW 5 BY LAND OWNE[(SHIP STATUS

Below I Below II Below Ifl Below IV Undernourish-
ment Index

Sahajapur
Landless 96 76 41 7 55

Kuchli Landless 94 88 50 25 64
Sahajapur

Landed 89 66 41 8 51
Kuchli Landed 82 59 31 4 44

6See Amartya Sen "Poverty and Famines: An Essay on Entitlement
and Deprivation", Oxford, Clarendon Press, 1981.

7John Harris in his study, referred to earlier, has pointed to increasing
concentration of ownership in Sahajapur.



Not surprisingly, the landed do relatively better than the land-
less in both the villages, but there are some interesting addi-
tional features. The Kuchli landed do consistently better than
the Sahajapur landed at every level and the over-all under-
nourishment score of Kuchli landed children is 44 and that of
Sahajapur landed children 51.

On the other hand, as far as the landless population is con-
cerned, Kuchli's record seems worse than that of Sabajapur
with an undernourishment score of 64, as opposed to 55 in
Sabajapur. This may well be connected with the direct nutri-
tional intervention benefiting the scheduled tribe population in
Sahajapur, with no corresponding programme in Kuchli. This
point is brought out also by the fact that while the scheduled
caste children of Sahajapur do much worse than the scheduled
caste children of Kuchli, the scheduled tribe children of Sahaja-
pur do marginally better than the scheduled tribe children of
Kuchli. And this is despite the fact that 46 out of the 51 schedu-
led tribe children of Sahajapur come from landless families. In
Table 3 the comparative picture of undernourishment of the
three caste groups are presented.

Kuchli landless families, the difference is much less sharp in
Sahajapur (see Table 2).

Malnutrition of Children by Sex
We now turn to the question of sex bias. In both the

villages the girls are systematically more undernourished at
every level. But while the gaps are mild in Sahajapur, they are
very sharp in Kuchli. In Table 4 the comparative performance
of boys and girls in terms of undernourishment are presented.
By the undernourishment index, Sahajapur gi:ls .do only 4 per
cent worse than Sahajapur boys~, but Kucblt girls are 41 per
cent more undernourished, in terms of this index than Kuchli
boys.

H is quite remarkable that the village with a much lower
level of malnutrition of children in general, viz., Kuchli, should
have so much more sex bias than the more undernourished
village of Sahajapur. In fact, looking at Table 4 one would get

TABLE 4. PERCENTAGE OF UNDERNOURISHMENT

OF CHILDREN BELOW 5 BY SEX

TABLE 3. PERCENTAGE OF UNDERNOURISHMENT OF

CHILDREN BELOW 5

Village Below I Below II Below III Below IV Undemourish-
ment Index

Sahajapur
caste Hindu 86 61 33 6 47

Kuchli
caste Hindu 91 64 36 6 49

Sahajapur
Sch. Castes 100 83 48 4 59

Kuchli
Sch. Caste 80 60 25 5 43

Sahajapur
Sch. Tribes 96 73 43 12 56

to Kuchli
Sch. Tribes 82 76 53 18 57

Group Below I Below II Below III Below IV Undernourishment
Index

Sahajapur 39 6 53boys 94 71
Sahajapur 73 44 9 55girls 92
Kuchli 19 7 39boys 79 52
Kuchli

girls 90 75 4R 8 55

8Indeed, the extent of average sex difference in weight-for-age in
Sahajapur is small enough to be not out of line with the differences that
are observed in richer countries as well (see for example J. Heimcndinger's
comparisons of samples of Swiss boys and girls in Helv Paediat Acta,
volume 19 (1964).However, the average picture in Sahajapur is a little
deceptive, since girls actually do relatively better than boys in landed (and
caste Hi'1du) families and the relative deprivation of girls in Sahajapur is
sharper among landless (and scheduled caste and scheduled tribe) families.
than the average picture for the village as a whole. These contrasts are
taken up later.

It is, incidentally, interesting to note that while the Kuchli
landed children do very much better than the children from



the impression that the performance of Kuchli girls is just
about the same as that of Sahajapur girls. The entire gain of
Kuchli over Sahajapur in terms of lower average malnutrition
<:hildren as well as the greater sex difference in Kuchli both
seem to be due to the superior nutritional status of the Kuchli
boys vis-a-vis Sahajapur boys.

While Table 4 presents the assessment of health of children
in relation to exogenously given nutritional standards, it is also
possible to assess the relative performance of different groups in
terms of the internal growth dynamics of the respective groups.
The relationship between weight and age of children is well
approximated by a power curve (even though it is obviously
faulty for age 0). The following equation was fitted for the
different groups, with w standing for weight in kg and a for age
in months, with k and p two coefficients to be estimated:
w=kaP• The results for the four groups-Sahajapur boys,
Sahajapur girls, Kuchli boys and Kuchli girls-are presented in
Table 5.

iahajapur and just below two months in Kuchli. The slight
advantage of girls over boys at very early ages seems to corres-
pond to the well-known phenomenon of lower neo-n'atal mor-
tality of female infants vis-a-vis male infants, followed (in
India) by systematically higher infant mortality for females over
males beyond the neo-natal period.

It should be observed that also in terms of the growth curves
the performance of Sahajapur girls is very close to that of
Kuchii girls, but Kuchli boys do very much better than Saha-
japur boys.9 If the contrast between Sahajapur and Kuchli
could be interpreted as reflecting the impact of land reform and
other general economic advantages of the population of Kuchli
vis-a-vis that of Sahajapur, then it would be natural to conclude
that these relative advantages have benefited mainly the male
children leaving the female children more or less where they
were.

However, while there is something in that reading, the pic-
ture is more complex, since there are other differences between
Kuchli and Sahajapur, including a programme of nutritional
intervention in Sahajapur, to which reference has already been
made. Such a programme clearly would have the effect of
reducing the gap between boys and girls since the programme
,of public feeding does not discriminate against girls in the way
in which family arrangement clearly do.

As far as the impact of nutritional intervention is concerned
it is perhaps of some significance to note that the gap between
scheduled tribe girls and boys is much less sharp in Sahajapur
(60 and 52 index values respectively) than in Kuchli (70 and 44
respectively). The scheduled tribe group in Sahajapur is the
.only one benefiting from this direct nutritional intervention.
The scheduled caste groups share with scheduled tribes, higher

TABLE 5. AGE WEIGHT GROWTH CURVES

POWER fit : w=kaP

Group Number Estimated k Estimated p Rl

Sahajapur
boys 80 2.21 0.399146 0.76

Sahajapur
girls 66 2.31 0.376124 0.78

Kuchli
boys 42 2.27 0.414923 0.73

Kuchli
girls 48 2.32 0.373543 0.63

It can be easily seen that in each village boys grow faster
than girls, but while the growth diflerence is relatively mild in
Sahajapur, it is more sharp in Kucbli. In both villages the
fitted curves suggest a higher weight for girls than for boys for
the very early ages, with the growth curve of boys crossing that
of girls from below, and with the gap widening monotonically
thereafter. The point of cross-over is around six months in

9Anolher way of comparing the extent of sex bias is to examine the
relative performance of boys and girls within the same household. Of the
105 households in Sahajapur, 18 have children below 5 of both sexes, and
-in 9 of these households, female children have inferior nutritional status
.than male children, whereas the oppos.ite is the case in 5 such 'shared'
households. In Kuchli, out of 63 households, 15 are 'shared' with female
inferiority in 8 households and superiority in 2. Thus, Kuchli's excess of
female deprived households (40 per cent) is much greater than
.sahajapur's (22 per cent).



landlessness in Sahajapur compared with Kuchli. They do
not, however, have the benefit of nutritional intervention. While
both the scheduled caste boys and scheduled caste girls do
substantially worse in terms of undernourishment in Sahajapur

.than in Kuchli, scheduled tribe boys and girls taken together
-do marginally better in Sahajapur vis-a-vis Kuchli, with sche-
·duled tribe girls in particular doing very much better. The
comparative pictures are presented in Table 6.

It may be possible to argue along the following lines. Greater
landlessness and worse general economic circumstances in
Sahajapur hits both scheduled caste children and scheduled
tribe children badly. However, the scheduled tribe children get
the compensation of direct nutritional intervention in Sahajapur.
Since that intervention is non-discriminatory between sexes, the
compensation is particularly effective for scheduled tribe girls,
and indeed they end up doing absolutely better in Sahajapur
than in Kuchli. .

It should also be noticed that the sex bias against girls in
caste Hindu families is much sharper in Kuchli than in
Sahajapur, and indeed in Sahajapur, girls do consistently better
than boys in such families. It is not easy to find an immediately
convincing explanation for this, though the involvement of the
upper class families in Sahajapur with more urban values obvi-
ously has some bearing. Members of most caste Hindu families
in Sahajapur actually work in Bolpur, and there is some evi-
dence of grelter inroads of modernism in caste Hindu families
in Sahajapur compared with the corresponding families in
Kuchli.lO

TABLE 6. PERCENTAGE OF UNDERNOURISHMENT

OF CHILDREN BELOW 5 BY SEX AND CASTE GROUPS

Group Under-
(Tota/number Be/ow I Be/ow II Be/ow lfI Be/ow IV nourish-
ill brackets) ment

Index

Sahajapur
Boys : total (80) 94 71 39 6 53

Sahajapur
CH boys (27) 89 63 33 11 49

Sahajapur
SC boys (27) 100 78 44 4 56-

Sahajapur
ST boys (26) 92 73 38 4 51:

Sahajapur
Girls: total (66) 94 73 44 9 55-

Sahajapur
CH girls (22) 82 59 32 0 43"-

Sahajapur
SC girls (19) 100 89 53 5 62

Sahajapur
ST girls (25) 100 72 48 20 60-

Kuchli
Boys: total (42) 79 52 19 7 39'

Kuchli
CH boys (16) 88 50 19 13 43:

Kuchli
SC boys (18) 72 50 17 0 35

Kuchli
ST boys (8) 75 63 25 13 44

Kuchli
Girls: total (48) 90 75 48 8 55

Kuchli
CH girls (17) 94 76 53 0 56-

Kuchli
SC girls (22) 86 68 32 9 49>

Kuchli
ST girls (9) 89 89 78 22 70

Economic Circumstances and Culhlral Factors
It was remarked earlier that the incidence of landlessness is

very much greater in Sahajapur than in Kuchli. Since the dis-
crimination against girls is much less in Sahajapur than in
Kuchli (even though the average standard of nutrition is lower
in Sah~japur), it may be tempting to think that landless families
would have less discrimination against girls, and that this would
play its part in reducing the sex b:as in Sahajapur.

But this line of reasoning does not take us very far. In fact,

leThe contact of Sahajapur with Bolpur town is very much closer than
_that of Kuchli. Even in terms of employment, among the caste Hindus in
Kuchli, only a small proportion (5 out of 14) work in urban areas,
whereas among the Sahajapur caste Hindus, a substantial majority do so
(12 out of 18),



Under-
nourishment

Index

It is not obvious that landownership is quite an adequate
index of the eCJnomic basis of prosperity. It is, of course, in
general true that the level of malnutrition increases as we move
down the ladder of landownership. Also it is the case that no
family in either village owning 5 acres or more of land has any
child of either sex who is 'disastrously undernourished' (i.e.
below line IV), while in contrast every category offamilies
owning less or no land in both villages have some boys as well
as some girls in the 'disastrously undernourished' category.
However, the index of undernourishment of boys in landless
families in Sahajapur is marginally lower than that of landed
families in that village.
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the extent of sex discrimination is sharper among landless
families than amang landed ones both III Kuchli and in
Sahajapur, as can be readily checked fro:11 Table 7. While the
ratio of the undernourishment indices for girls vis-a-vis boys
works out at 1.31 for landed families i:1 Kuchli, it is 1.70 for
landless families in that village.

TABLE 7. PERCENTAGE OF UNDERNOURISHMENT OF

CHILDREN BELOW 5 BY SEX AND LAND STATUS

Group
(Total /lumber
in brackets)

Sahajapur
boys
landed (36)

Sahajapur
boys
landless (44)

Sahajapur
girls
Landed (26)

Sahajapur
girls
landless (40)

Kuchli
boys
landed (35)

Kuchli
hoys
landless (7)

Kuchli
girls
landed (39)

Kuchli
girls
landless (9)

TABLE &. PERCENTAGE OF UNDERNOURISHMENT

OF CHILDREN BELOW 5 BY SEX AND MOTHER'S EDUCATION

Group Below I Below fl Below III Below IV Under-
(Total number nourishment
in brackets) Index

Sahajapur boys 88 59 29 0 44
literate
mothers (17) (I 5) (10) (5) (0)

Sahajapur boys 94 73 040 8 54
illiterate
mothers (63) (59) (46) (25) (5)

Sahajapur girls 80 67 26 0 43
literate
mothers (19) (15) (It) (5) (0)

Sahajapur girls 100 77 49 13 60
illiterate
mothers (47) (47) (36) (23) (6)

Kuchli boys 81 38 .13 6 35
literate
mothers (16) (13) (6) (2) (I)

Kuchli boys 77 62 23 8 43
illiterate
mothers (26) (20) (16) (6) (2)

Kuchli girls 94 78 50 6 57
literate
mothers (18) (I 7) (14) (9) (I)

Kuchli girls 87 73 47 10 54
illiterate
mothers (30) (26) (22) (14) (3)

Both th{'se ratics decline sharply as we move from Kuchli to
Sahajapur, but the diff. rence remair s. In fact, while the ratio
of nutritional indices for girls vis-a-vis boys among Sahaj:lpur
la~ldless is 1.13, among the Sahajlpur landed the tables are
turned and the ratio is 0.91 with girls doing better than boys in
terms of this index. .



In fact, in Sahajapur there is some advantage in classifying
the population not in terms of the landed and the landless but
in terms of mother's education, i.t'., whether literate or illite-
rate. Table 8 presents this data for boys and girls separately
for both Sahajapur and Kuchli. In Sahajapur for both boys as
well as girls it is clear that children with literate mothers do
consistently better in terms of nourishment than children w:th
illiterate mothers, and this is reflected by 'dominance' as well as
by the index of malnutrition.

It should be mentioned here that the classification according
to mother's literacy should not be read as isolating the impact
of mother's education as such, since more prosperous families
also tend to have more educated !l1others. In fact, the classifi-
cation according to· mother's education is an amalgam of the
impact of economic prosperity as well as of maternal education
per se.Jl

Be that as it may, the classification according to mother's
education does not have as simple a pattern in Kuchli as it has
in Sahajapur. While the level of undernourishment of boys
seems to be quite clearly greater for children with illiterate
mothers, in the case of girls the opposite seems to be the case
(though not very strongly in quantitative terms). In asse\sing
the picture it is worth bearing in mind the possibility that in
the more isolated village of Kuchli, education is a less revealing
index of economic circumstances than it is in Sahajapur with
greater urban integration.

We mmt also take note of the phenomenon (already discussed)
that due to land reform, most Kuchli families-even those with
no literate members-have land and therefore a basis of econo-
mic substance. The contrast between Kuchli and Sahajapur is
also connected with the relatively worse performance of caste
Hindu girls in Kuchli compared with their relatively better
perfo~mance vis-a-vis boys in Sahajapur, on which we have
already commented.

Caste, landownership and mother's education are closely

11Mother's education may also better reflect the present state of
econ"cmic opulence of the f.1mily than the education of' 'the head" of the
family, since the latter may be quite old and brought up in th~ earlier
generation.

linked with each other but not quite so closely linked as to
make it immaterial which indicator we use. The exact pattern
of relationships requires further investigation in the context of
these two villages, and of course elsewhere.

In explaining the generally lower sex bias in Sahajapur com-
pared with Kuchli, it may be useful to look at indicators of
economic 'value' of males vis-a-vis females to the head of the
family since the difference between the two is supposed to pro-
vide an economic rationale of sex bias from the point of view
of the head's interest. Such contrasts may be related to: (i)
greater support in old age from sons and others on "sons' side"
(e.g, daughter-in-law, or son's son); (ii) greater work support
from adult co-inhabitants on "sons' side", when the head is
less than 60 and typically economically active; and (iii) greater
earning power of boys vis-a-vis girls before they reach
adulthood.

In Table 9 the information regarding support of aged persons
is presented for both villages. Not surprisingly it is found that

TABLE 9. ECONOMIC SUPPORT FOR AGED PERSONS

FROM SONS' AND DAUGHTERS' SIDES

Number of
Aged Persons
(Above 60)

Number of Aged
Persons Living
with Earning
Adults on Sons'
Side (Percentage
in Brackets)

Number of Aged
Persons Living
with Earning
Adults on
Daughters' Side
(Percentage in
Brackets)

5 (9)
8 (17)
1 (3)
5 (15)
3 (14)
3 (23)
1 (13)
0(0)

Sahajapur
Kuchli
Sahajapur CH
Kuchli CH
Sahajapur SC
Kuchli SC
Sahajapur ST
Kuchli ST

46 (79)
34 (71)
23 (79)
25 (76)
16 (73)
8 (62)
7 (88)
1 (50)

the extent of support from adults on "sons' side" is substan-
tially larger than that on "daughters' side", As far as the
relative positions of the two villages are concerned, Sahajapur



seems to have a slightly greater dominance of sons' side to the
support of old people, and this does not help to explain the
lower level of sex bias in Sahajapur. On the other hand, the
numbers are small and the differences probably not significant.
We also know from past surveys of Sahajapur that the extent
of dependence on sons was not so incomparably more than on
daughters in that village in the past (see Table 10). (Unfortu-
nately, there are no corresponding data from the past for
Kuchli.) However, it is in fact, quite plausible to argue that
beliefs about greater economic value of sons in terms of
support in old age is based on a much wider social and cultural
climate than one can hope to find in terms of local experience
in each village.

TABLE 11. WORK SUPPORT FROM EARNING ADULTS

ON SONS' AND DAUGHTERS' SIDES FOR HEADS BELOW 60

Number of
Heads of
Household
below 60

Number of Such
Heads Living
with Earning
Adults on Sons'
Side (Percen-
tages within
Brackets)

Number of Such
Heads Living with

Earning Adults
on Daughters' Side

(Percentages within
Brackets)

Sahajapur 186 42 (23) ] 3 (7)

Kuchli 101 41 (41) 1 0)
Sahajapur CH 61 12 (20) 0(0)

Kuchli CH 45 ]7 (38) 0(0)

Sahajapur SC 73 22 (30) 11 OS)

Kuchli SC 43 ] 5 (35) 1 (2)

Sahajapur ST 52 8 OS) 2 (4)

Kuchli ST 13 9 (69) 0(0)

TABLE 10. HISTORY OF ECONOMIC SUPPORT FOR AGED

PERSONS FROM SONS' AND DAUGHTERS' SIDES IN SAHAJAPUR

Number of Aged Number of Aged Number of Aged
Persons (Above Persons Living Persons Living
60) with Earning with Earning

Adults on Sons' Adults ~n
Side (Percentage Daughters' Side
in Brackets) (Percentage

in Brackets)

All ]956 26 11 (42) 7 (27)
All 1961 44 18 (41) 6 (]4)

CH 1956 14 2 (4) 3 (21)
CH 1961 24 7 (29) 1 (4)
SC 1956 9 6 (67) 4 (44)
SC 1961 15 8 (53) 3 (20)
ST 1956 3 3 (00) 0(0)
ST 196] 5 3 (60) 2 (40)

As far as economic activities of boys and girls are concerned,
Table 12 presents comparative data for the two villages for the
age-group 7 to 14. In both villages boys are more involved in
"earning" as it is usually defined, while girls are more involved
in "collecting", in the form of gathering cowdung, collecting
left-over paddy from the field after harvest, etc.12 Taking earn-
ing and collecting together, there is not much difference between
boys and girls in either village, but the involvement of girls in
earning proper is very much less in Kuchli than in Sahajapur.

In terms of work support on daughters' side and gainful acti-
vities of girls, Sahajapur would seem to have a noticeable edge
over Kuchli, and it may be tempting to see the impact of these
differences in the lower sex bias in that village. However,
caution is needed in pursuing such an interpretation. As was
already mentioned in discussing the allegedly greater value of
Sons vis-a-vis daughters in providing support in old age, beliefs

As far as work support by adult members respectively on
sons' and daughters' sides are concerned, the data on Table 11
indicate that more than half the heads of families below 60 have
no such work support of either type. However, the relative
exten.t of involvement of daughters' side is less paltry in
Saha]apur than in Kuchli, and it is strong for scheduled caste
families in Sahajapur.

HFor a detailed description of this type of earnings in the families of
rural poor, see Sunil Sengupta and M.G. Ghosh, State Intervention in
the Vulnerable Food Economy of India and the Problem- of Rural People,
lndian Council of SOcil1 Sciences Research, Delhi, and Centre of Studies
in Social ~clenc~s, Calcutta, 1978.



of these types in general relate to broader social and cultural
background and not just to local conditions within the village.

TABLE 12. ECONOMIC ACTIVITIES OF Boys AN!) GIRLS

BETWEEN 7 AND 14

Number of Number of Number of Number of
Children of Such Such Such
7-14 Age Children Children Children

Earning Collating Earning or
(Percen/- (Percen/- Collecting
oges in ages ill (Percent-
Brackets) Brackets) ages in

Brackets)

Boys Girls Boys Girls Boys Girls Boys Girls

Sahajapur 117 109 25 13 6 15 31 28
(21) (12) (5) (14) (26) (26)

Kuehli 86 81 17 4 4 14 21 18

(20) (5) (5) (17) (24) (22)

Sahajapur CH 40 45 1 0 0 0 1 0
(3) (0) (0) (0) (3) (0)

Kuehli CH 44 35 0 0 0 0 0 0

(0) (0) (0) (0) (0) (0)

Sahajapur SC 51 47 15 8 1 7 16 15

(29) (17) (2) (15) (3J) (32)

Kuehl! SC 38 39 14 1 4 12 18 13

(37) (3) (J 1) (31) (47) (33)

Sahajapur ST 26 17 9 ,5 5 8 14 13

(35) (29) (19) (47) (54) (76)

Kuehli ST 4 7 3 3 0 2 3 5

(75) (43) (0) (29) (75) (71)

At any rate, other influences on beliefs and values have to be
considered, even though it is not entirely unreasonable to
expect considerable impact of earning activities of girls and
supporting activities of daughters in a changing economic
world, with growing urban integration, as one sees in Sahaja-
pur.

The contrast between the castes is very sharp in respect of
activities of boys and girls. Hardly any child of either sex is
engaged in earning activities in caste Hindu families in either
village. Thus, while the greater economic involvement of girls

may be of some relevance for attitudes in scheduled caste and
scheduled tribe families, the outlook prevailing in caste Hindu
families must be seen as influenced by other variables. The
diminution-indeed reversal-of sex bias among caste Hindu
families in Sahajapur in contrast with caste Hindu families in
Kuchli has already attracted our attention earlier. We have
commented on the growing urban involvement of caste Hindu
families in Sahajapur compared with the more isolated Kuchli,
but this is a field which requires a much more precise investi-
gation.

Land Reform and Nutritional Intervention
We have noted earlier that Kuchli with a better land position

in the form of a lower incidence of landlessness (partly a result
of the land redistribution programme implemented widely in the
village) has a better nutritional level of children than Sahajapur.
In the latter, landlessness is widespread with the land redistri-
bution programme benefiting only a few. But in terms of sex
bias, Kuchli families (including those who have benefited from
the land redistribution programme), showed a much higher bias
against female children compared with Sahajapur families. On
the other hand Sahajapur with a direct nutritional programme
for tribal (Santal) children showed not only a higher nutritional
level for this category than its counterpart in Kuchli, but also a
much reduced sex bias.

There is a further related issue which is worth a comment
from the point of view of policy. As far as land redistribution
is concerned, both Sahajapur and Kuchli are covered by the
same general state policy, and also both have active leftist
movements. The difference in the extent of land redistributed
between the two villages is due primarily to the relative short-
age of distributable land in Sahajapur. (The amount of distri-
butable land under land reform depends on both the total
availability of land and the size distribution of holdings in
relation to ceiling limits.) In West Bengal, even with one ofthe
m?st active land reform programmes in the country, only a
ml110rity of landless and nearly landless families (holding less
than one hectare) could be covered by the land redistribution
programme. Even if all the land that has been acquired by the
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government were ultimately redistributed, the extent of coverage
of families would still be perhaps only about one half.13

Land redistribution and nutritional intervention are both
effective in combating general deprivation including malnutri-
tion, as is confirmed by our case study also. Of the two, land
reform obviously has a more lasting and deeper impact on the
rural economic structure. But with the ability of land redistri-
bution programmes to reach only a proportion (e.g., one half)
of the needy families, even when such a programme is most
effectively implemented (as in West Bengal, in contrast with the
record in many other parts of the country), a programme of
direct nutritional intervention for the rural poor remains neces-
sary. Such a programme will also have the additional advantage
of more directly combating sex bias in nutrition within the
family.

the children of Kuchli through land reform, etc., seem to have
primarily benefited boys vis-a-vis girls. In the two villages of
Kucbli and Sahajapur, the performance of girls in terms of
nutritional criteria are broadly similar, and it is the better posi-
tion of boys in Kuchli that seems to make both the average
nutritional record of Kuchli noticeably higher and also the
extent of sex bias clearly greater.

We have discussed possible influences operating on the two
villages which may throw light on the various contrasts between
them. We shall not dwell again here on the factors already
discussed.

We have also discussed some policy issues related to the
respective roles of land reform and direct nutritional interven-
tion. The former makes a more fundamental difference to the

Conclusion
The empirical studies of the nutritional conditions of children

below 5 years of age in the two villages of Sahajapur and Kuchii
have provided firm evidence of: (i) remarkably high incidence
of undernourishment, even of the "severe" and "disastrous"
types, and (ii) systematic sex bias reflected in higher deprivation
of girls vis-a-vis boys. The sex bias is reflected both (a) in the
greater prevalence of undernourishment of various degrees
among girls than among boys, and (b) in the lower growth
dynamics of girls vis-a-vis boys.

Another finding is an important contrast in nutritional
standard of children as well as in sex bias of nutritional depri-
vation between the two villages studied. Interestingly enough the
village with the better over-all nutritional record has much
sharper sex discrimination.14 The economic benefits accruing to

One way of checking the significance of the difference between boys and
girls is to combine the data for all children and then use a dummy
variable for boys. This produces a significant (at 1 per cent level) dummy
for boys vis-a-\'is girls when applied either to the constant k, or to the

. power coefficient P. in the case of KuchIi, but neither in the case of
Sahajapur. Interestingly enough, the data of the two villages combined
also produced a significant dummy addition for boys when done either for
the constant or for the power coefficient. The adjustment gives somewhat
better results when the dummy variable for boys is applied to the power
coefficient'.

The results of power coefficient adjustments are given in the table
below, applied in the form:

log w=log k+p log a+b log a (dummy for boy)
A similar picture is obtained by comparing boys and girls in terms of

the "ordinal" criterion of "dominance", e.g., a boy "wins" over a girl if
he is both younger and weighs more than the girl and similarly the other
way. In Sahajapur, while boys "win" in this comparison over girls about
30 per cent more often than girls do, in Kuchli boys win 3.3 times more
often.

13See Sunil Sengupta, "West Bengal Land Reforms and the Agrarian
Scene", Economic and Political Weekly, Vol 26, Nos. 25 and 26, June 1981.

14This is brought out both by comparison of shortfall vis-a-vis exoge-
nously given nutritional standards (curves I, IT, Ill, and IV respectively,
and the o\'erall "undernourishment inde,,") and by comparison of
respective growth dynamics given by the power fits. In fact, the nutri-
tional inferiority of girls in Sahajapur is sufficiently slight in terms of
both comparisons to be statistically doubtful, whereas the nutritional
inferior ity of girls in Kuchli is large and statistically significant.

Village Number Estimated Estimated Estimated R! F-stati-
log k t-stat. p t-stat. b t-stat, stic

Sahajapur 146 0.817374 0.382468 0.009995 .78 247.83
14.69 20.19 1.04

Kuchli 90 0.834599 0.375766 0.034900 .68 91.24

8.55 12.53 2.47

Both 236 0.822185 0.380226 0.019056 .74 326.31

16.55 23.52 2.38



-structure of rural society. However, given its basically limited
,coverage (e~e? when effective implementation is achieved), the
,case for nutrItIOnal intervention remains.

In that context it is worth emphasising that direct nutritional
intervention through sUDplementary feeding has the additional
ad:,antage of combating sex bias in nutrition within the family,
~s lS brought out by the contrasting patterns of relative depriva-
h.on o~ sched~led tribe and scheduled caste girls in Sahajapur
Vls-a-V1SKuchlJ. Increasing the income of the rural family may
~e an inadequate instrument in combating the hnequal depriva-
bon of the female child.

Maternal Nutrition In Rural BangladeshI

Poverty, the most pressing problem in rural Bangladesh, is
manifest in socio-economic disruptiots, ill health and poor
nutritional conditions for all people. However, the group which
probably suffers most is women of reproductive age. Chronic
scarcity of food, as well as cultural food taboos in rural areas
have probably caused Bangladeshi women to develop a sacri-
fiCialvalue system with resp;:ct to their food consumption.2
Females consume less food than males in terms of quality and
quantity,3 although their needs are greater.4 This gap increases

IThis research was supported by the International Centre for Diarrho-
~al Disease Research, Bangladesh (ICDDR B), ICDDRB is supported
by countries and agencies which share its concern about the impact of
diarrhoc~l diseases on the developing world. Current donors giving
assistance to ICDDRB are: AGFUND, Australia, Bangladesh, France,
Japan, Saudi Arabia, Sweden, Switzerland, United Kingdom and USAID.

An earlier version of this paper was presented at the Workshop on
"Women and Poverty" 16-17 March 1983 organised by the Centre for
Studies in Seldal Sciences, Calcutta and sponsored by the ICSSR and the
KSSR, Eastern Regional Centre.

2N. Rizvi, "Socio~economic & Cultural Factors Effecting Food
Intake of Mothers and Young Children in Bangladesh". Paper presented
in the International Conference on Action Model to Improve Maternal
& Infant Nutrition in Developing Countries, Manila, 1982.

3L.C., Chen, E. Haque, and S. D'Souza, "Sex bias in the family alloca-
tion of food and health care in rural Bangladesh,'" Population and Del'e-
lopment Review, 1 (I), 1981.

4N. Harmish, and M.B. Munro, Nutrient requirements during preg-
nancy, Volume II. American Journal of Clinical Nutrition; 34(4), 1981.



in times of increased food scarcity.
Two additional stresses on women can aggravate this condi-

tion: (i) frequent pregnancies; and (ii) prolonged lactation until
the next pregnancy.5 Physiologically, both pregnant and lactation
states in women demand more nutrients than do non-pregnant
and non-lactating ones. For Bangladeshi women this pregnancy-
lactation-pregnancy cycle begins during the adolescent period
with the first conception, and is repeated until the end of repro-
ductive life. This cycle plus the physically demanding daily
labour6 may increase the nutritional needs of Bangladeshi women
to higher than the recommended level.

However, the average nutrient consumption in Bangladesh is.
below the recommended level, and recent data show that con-
sumption of nutrients has even declined in recent years.7 Nutrient
consumption among females is even worse when compared to
their need. This will lead to deteriorating health conditions
among females, as well as among infants, even in the short run.

This paper focuses on the nutritional status of Bangladeshi
women during the reproductive process, and its acuteness by age
and season.

Methods and Study Design
The detailed methodology of the data collection has been

described elsewhere.s However, in this paper a short metho-
dology is given for the convenience of the reader.

A sample of 2,446 married women (age below 50 years) from
14 villages were selected for the study. This prospective study
covered a period from October 1~75 to April 1978. At the
beginning of the study, a one-time short questionnaire was given

55!. Huffman, A.K.M.A. Chowdhury, J. Chakraborty and N.K. Simpson,
"Breast-feeding Patterns in Rural Bangladesh," The American Journal of
Clinical Nutrition; 33, 1980.

M, Kabir, and A.J.M., Sufian "Breast-feeding Practices in Bangladesh,"
Journal of Preventive and Social j\1edicine; 1 (1), 1982.

6M. Cain, SR Khanam and S. Nahar "Class Patriarchy and Women's
Works in Bangladesh," Population and Development Review; 5 (3), 1979.

7Nutrition Survey of Rural Bangladesh, 1975-1976, Institute of Nutrition
and Food Science, University of Dhaka, Bangladesh, (unpublished), 1977.

8A.K.M.A. Chowdhury and S. Becker, Determinants of Natural
Fertility, Volume I, ICDDR, B Dhaka, Scientific Report No. 48, 1981.

covering retrospective events and socio-:,:conomic variables. The
women were asked about their education, the occupation of
their husbands, the numbers of living children, lead children, still
births and miscarriages, the date and type of the last pregnancy
termination, and present reproductive status. Women who entered
the study after October 1975 were also given this questionnaire.

For the prospective work, each field worker was assigned
approximately 20 women to interview in a given day. Visits to
each woman were made at monthly intervals. If the respondent
was absent, the worker visited a second time in the same month
in order to complete the interview. If the woman was still
absent, this was noted on the form, and information for two-
month interval was collected on the next round. If a woman
was absent for more than six months continuously she was
considered an outmigration, and excluded from the study from
that point of time.

During the first year of the study, the field work had two
components; interviews and nutritional measurements. Informa-
tion on reproductive status, breast feeding status, absence in the
past month (of either the husband or the respondent), illness (of
either spouse), and child death or marital status change was
recorded on a monthly data sheet for each woman. The
maternal nutritional data collected were of two types: (0 anthro-
pometric measures (height, arm circumference and weight); and
(it) biochemical measures (hematocrit level). Height was taken
only in the first month of the study, while other anthropometric
(weight and arm circumference) measures were recorded for
each month of the study. Blood samples were taken in every
alternative month only in the first year of study.

Because of the large size of the sample,S field workers were
employed for these activities. It was necessary to ensure that the
workers were taking measurements in the same way and obtain-
ing similar results. This checking was done by using a regression
equation: Weight=Constant+B1 Height+B2 Arm Circum-
ference. The workers were trained until B1 and B2 for five workers
were not significantly different from each other.

For weighing, beam balance scales, measuring in increment
of 20 grams and with a range of 65 kg, were used. Scales
were checked to ensure accurate measurements. Because of the
rough field conditions and the sensitivity of the beam balance



scales, each was tested with a standardized weight before any
weighing in the field. All weights were taken with the women
clothed as usual in sarees, wearing no shoes or heavy ornaments.

Heights were measured in centimetres with a stadimeter. The
women stood with their backs against the vertical rod, with feet
parallel and heels, buttocks, shoulders, and back of head touch-
ing the board. Measurements were taken to the nearest 1cm.

Arm circumference was measured on the left arm. Using
a plastic centimetre tape, the midpoint of the upper arm was
determined with the arm bent at the elbow, and the point
marked on the arm with a pen. This point is half way between
the tip of the olecranon process and the tip of the acromial
process. With the arm hanging loosely at the side, its circum-
ference was measured at this point.

Finger tip blood samples for biochemical analysis were taken
from each woman every alternate month. Hematocrit level and
total protein estimation was done by Goldberg Refractometer
in the Field Station.

Results
In Table 1, the nutritional status of pregnant women is

presented and compared with never pregnant women. Analysis
was done in a cohort approach. In this approach, cases were
censored because of the cut-off point of study and for pregnancy
termination. In the first month of conception there were 1,675
women months of exposures. Only 766 months of exposure
were observed in the ninth month of gestation, and 1,011 months
of exposure in the eighth month of gestation. The number of
observations in hematocrit measures were fewer, compared to
the number of observations in weight and arm circumferences.
As described earlier, this was due to (0 blood samples being
collected every alternate month; and (ii) a high number of
refusal cases.

Women in the first month of pregnancy weighed an averagG
40.90 kg, and increased to 45.6 kg by the ninth month of ges-
tation. Absolute weight gain was about 5 kg. A similar pattern
of low weight gain was also observed in India.9 This pattern of

'L. Rahman, "Influence of Maternal Nutritional Factors Affecting
Birthweight," The American Joumal of Clinical Nutrition 34 (4), 1981.

TABLE 1. NUTRITIONAL STATUS OF PREGNANT WOM~N

IN RURAL BANGLADESH

Month of
Gestation

Women Month
of Exposure

Weight Per cent
(kg) Standard

Weight

Arm Circum- Hemato-
ference crd
(cm) (per cent)

40.9
(1197)
41.0

(1221)
41.1

(1147)
41.6

(1081)
42.4

(1009)
43.4
(980)
44.3
(935)
45.1

(864)
45.6
(675)

Never pregnant 42.4
(currently married) (58)

Note: Figures in parenthe~is indicate number of women whose
nutritional measure was taken.

22.1
(1273)
22.1

(1303)
22.0

(1 169)
22.0

(1083)
22.0

(i011)
22.1
(985)
22.0
(935)
21.9
(869)
21.7
(575)
22.4
(58)

35.9
(258)
35.4
(236)
34.5

(204)
33.1

(172)
32.7

(J 28)
30.9
(84)
31.0
(92)
29.9
(66)
30.0
(67)

36.6
(54)

low weight gain during pregnancy may be in keeping with this al-
ready low weight as compared to the standard. Compared with a
hypothetical standard weight and weight gain,1° it was found that
Bangladeshi women are only 77 per cent of standard weight at
conception, and maintain this 77 per cent till the fifth month of
gestation. From the sixth month of gestation onwards, maternal
nutrition starts decreasing and reaches 73 per cent of standard

10M. ?uecic, P. Jutsum and B. Sorhaindo, "Anthropometric Assessment
of Nutr.ltlOnal Status in Pregnant Women: A Reference Table of Weight
for ~~lght by Week of Pregnancy," The American Journal of Clinical
NutritIOn, 35, 1982.



weight by the ninth month of gestation. A similar pattern is
observed for ann circumference. In the third trimester of preg-
nancy, arm circumference also decreases. Hen1atocrit data
indicate that in the third trimester of pregnancy, prevalence of
anaemia is around 50 per cent (Hematocrit 30 per cent). The
number of cases for hematocrit estimate were lower, compared
to the number used to estimate weight and arm circumference.
This was because while blood samples were collected five times
in the first year of study, anthropometric measurements were
taken every month for consecutive 29 months. Moreover, there
were more refusals when blood samples were being collected.
Anthropometric measures from refusal cases were not different
from those cases where blood samples were successfully collected.
This may be caused by the physiological change during preg-
nancy. In Western countries, approximately 25 per cent to
35 per cent of women in their third trimester who do not take
food supplements suffer from anaemia (Hct 30 per cent),u These
patterns indicate that there is a relative deterioration in nutri-
tional status among women in their third trimester of pregnancy.

Fig 2.1 shows the growth pattern of women during pregnancy
by seasonality of conceptions. Previous studies have shown
a pattern of striking seasonality of conceptions, where 45
per cent of conceptions occur during March through May.
In Bangladesh, the period of highest scarcity of food is from
August through October. During this period, the rice price is at
its highest, and the family food stock is the lowest of the year.

lI

In this figure, three growth curves for pregnancy are drawn on
the basis of months of conceptions. Those who conceived
between July and October were classified as Group III. These
three groups were under observation to view pattern changes
during the scarce period.

It can be seen that the absolute weight gain in Groups I and
II was 4.5 kg. However, the weight gain in Group III was
5.7 kg. It also can be seen from tbe figure that growth in the
first trimester of pregnancy was minimal for all groups. The
rates of growth in the second and third trimesters reflect the

llT. Lind, "Nutrients During Pregnancy," Vol 1. The American Journal
of Clinical Nutrition; 34 (4), 1981.

12L. C. Chen, Haque Bv and D'Souzas, op. cit., 1981.
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May (Group II), and the lean period coincides with the second

trimester of pregnancy.
Table 2 presents the' survival of pregnancies and neonatal

mortality of livebirth deliveries by week of gestation and season
of conception. These conceived during August through Octo~er
experienced the lowest fetal deaths and .neona~al mo~taht!Y'
This may reflect the association between weight gam of diffe~ent
conception cohorts of women with fetal and neonatal mortality.

TABLE 2. SURVIVAL OF PREGNANCIES AND NEONATAL

MORTALITY BY WEEK OF GESTATION AND

SEASON OF CONCEPTION

Week of gestation November-February March-July

1.000
0.9043
0.8603
0.8243
0.0483

August-October

1.000
0.9464
0.8942
0.8617
0.0256

o
14
28
40

Neonatal death rate

1.000
0.9452
0.9086
0.8456
0.0337

Table 3 presents a cross sectional view of the seasonality of

TABLE 3. NUTRITIONAL STATUS OF MENSTRUATING

W OMEN BY SEASON IN RURAL BANGLADESH

Arm

Seasoll Weight Circumference Namatocrit

(kg) (cm) per cent

Women with at least one birth

January 1976 40.0 21.8 35.7

(754) (633) (638)

May 1976 40.4 22.0 35.0

(752) (750) (809)

October 1976 39.7 21.8 34.0

(798) (800) (809)

Women with no birth

January 1976 42.2 22.3 37.1

(63) (54) (62)

May 1976 42.7 22.5 36.9

(58) (58) (54)

October 1976 42.5 22,0 35.2

(47) (47) (62)

nutriti.onal status of menstruating women. It shows that weight,
arm Circumference and hematocrit reach minimal levels during
the month of October, the lean period. This phenomenon was
found to be true for both menstruating women who have
experienced pregnancies, as well as for never pregnant menstrua-
ting women.

Table 4 shows the nutritional status according to women's
age. Here again both menstruating and pregnant women are
considered. Age was fouad to be negatively related to weight
arm circumference and hematocrit level for menstruating women:
However, for pregnant women, the pattern is V-shaped. This
could be interpreted to mean that well-nourished older women
may be at greater risk of pregnancy.

TABLE 4. NUTRITIONAL STATUS OF WOMEN BY

AGE IN OCTOBER 1976

Weight
(kg)

Arm
Circumference

(cm)
Hematocrit
(per cem)

15-25
25-34
35-49

41.6(217)
39.8(271)
38.9(357)

22.3(218)
21.8(271)
21.6(358)

34.8(234)
34.6(267)
33.4(362)

15-25
25-34
35-49

43.0(50)
40.9(40)
41.1 (9)

34.1(51)
33.7(36)
31.8(10)

22.1(50)
21.7(40)
22.2(9)

In. Ba~gladesb, breast-feeding is universal and, if the child
surVives, is continued up to the next pregnancy. The median
length of breast-feeding is more than 30 months,13 and the
length of post-partum amenorrhea is 17 months. Ii Table 5 pre-

13~: B~cker and A.K.M.A. Chowdhucy, "Determinants of Natural
Fertility In Matlab, Bangladesh" Paper presented in the annual me (
of1t,he Population Association of America, Pittsburg, 14 Apri11983 e 109

Stu{C' Ch~n, S. Ahmed, M. Gesche, and W.H., Mosley "A Pros~ective
~ of BIrth Interval Dynamics in Rural Bangladesh" Pl'

Studies, 1974. . opu atlOn



siological phenomenon of recovery from pregnancy-related
anaemia during the post-partum period. In general, Table 5
shows that the weight of mothers decreases, but arm circumfe-
rence or hematocrit improves. This weight loss may be due to
the lean period effect of the year, as it is experienced during
pregnancy; or it may be because the nutrient reserve during
pregnancy was insufficient for lactation.

sents the nutritional status of post-partum women by month
since last birth. Most of these women were lactating. The
cohort approach was adopted for analysis. Cases were censored
mostly due to the study's cut-off point and to the resumption

TABLE 5. NUTRITIONAL STATUS OF POST-PARTUM

AMENORRHEA IN RURAL BANGLADESH

Month of Post- Women Month Weight Arm Circum- Hamatocrit
Partum of Exposure (kg) ference (per cent)

(em)

1 Month 1511 43.8 21.5 31.9
(1067) (1113) (169)

2 Month 1375 41.0 21.4 33.3
(1136) (1177) (131)

3 Month 1232 41.1 21.6 33.9
(1062) (l077) (141)

4 Month 1117 41.0 21.6 354
(931) (932) (83)

5 Month 1004 40.9 21.7 345
(857) (851) (n)

6 Month 922 40.7 21.7 35.2
(750) (754) (22)

7 Month 843 40.6 21.7 34.4
(706) (706) (38)

8 Month 775 40.4 21.7 35.9
(648) (648) (26)

9 Month 714 40.4 21.7 34.9
(605) (605) (21)

10 Month 659 40.3 21.7 35.0
(553) (555) (21)

11 Month 602 40.1 21.7
(504) (505)

12 Month 549 39.2 21.7
(460) (459)

Note: Figures in the parenthesis indicate number of women whose
nutritional measurement was taken.
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of menses. During the first year post-partulD, women sl:ow a
slight nutritional stress in terms of weight loss and no stress in
terms of reduction in arm circumference. The hematocrit level
in the post-partum period recovers and reaches 35 per cent by
the length month post-partum. This reflects the common phy-

Fig. 2.2 shows the seasonal pattern of maternal nutrition
during post-pactum amenorrhea. Classification of seasons was
made on the basis of calendar months when pregnancy was
terminated. As in Figure 1, here again those who terminated

1: Cohort who had live birth during Nov.-Feb.
11: Cohort who had live birth during March-June

Ill: Cohort who had live birth during July-Oct.
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FIG. 2.2. Seasonality of nutritional status of woman in post-
partum amenorrhea.



during November through February were included in Group I,
those who terminated during March through June were in
Group II. The rest were classified as Group III. It can be seen
from the figure that when the women in post-partum amenor-
rhea pass through the lean period of the year, they cxperience
nutritional stress. This reflected in changes in both their body
weights and arm circumferences. Whatever deterioration in
nutritional status takes place in the post-partum period is due
to the seasonal scarcity of food, and has little to do with
lactation.

Discussion
On the whole, Bangladeshi married women, weigh only 80

per cent even before their first delivery of the hypothetical stan-
dard weight for their equivalent height (147.8 cm). Women who
have had at least one delivery are only 77 per cent of the
standard weight. This probably shows that Bangladeshi women
have been suffering from chronic protein-caloric malnutrition.
The condition becomes severe during the later stage of preg-
nancy. Although weight gain during pregnancy is only 5.0 kg,
this is not unusual fot South Asia. Moreover, as seen in the
next, seasonal scarcity of food affects the weight gain of preg-
nant women. The season of conception of women parallelled
the seasonal pattern of fctalloss as well as neonatal deaths of
the same cohort, reflecting the effect on the foetus of weight
gain during pregnancy.

During the post-partum period when most women are lactat-
ing it is observed that there is little weight or arm circumfe-
rence change during the first twelve months of pregnancy.
Seasonal scarcity of food was found to be associated with
nutritional deterioration during the post-partum period. For
the most part, lactation probably has little to do with nutritio-
nal deterioration in the post-partum period.

Anaemia in pregnancy was found to be a very acute condi-
tion in Bangladesh. Iron deficiency, the primary cause of
anaemia in pregnant women, can have adverse effects on the
mother and foetus, as well as decrease the work capacity of the

human population.Is

Maternal nutrition was observed to deteriorate with age.
This probably happens due to an excess demand for nutrients
in women who have frequent pregnancies, as age advances.
This condition is aggravated by the seasonal scarcity of food.

Studies have shown that weight gain during pregnancy is
directly related to birth weight16 of the foetus. In addition,
studies in Hyderabad17 as well as in Guatemala18 showed that
food supplementation (calorie) in the third trimester of preg-
nancy improved birth weights. Moreover, higher birth weights
significantly decrease infant mortality rates.19

Food supplementation to pregnant or lactating women during
the lean period probably could help protect women from nutri-
tional deterioration, prevent low birth weight babies and infant
deaths, and increase people's work capacity.20

ISH.S. White Iron-hemoglobin Chapter 7. Human Nutrition: Nutrition
and the Aduli 3B. edited uy Roslyn B Alfin Slater and David Kritchevsky.
Plenum Pres~, 1980.

18M.V. ~han, Gt Curlin and J. Chakraborty, Growth and develop-
ment studies: Rural Meheran, Comilla. Bangladesh Medical Journal' (7):
74-90, 1979. '

17L. Iyengar, Effects of dietary supplements late in pregnancy on the
expectant mother and her newborn. Indian Journal of Medical Research'
55 (85), 1967. '

J8A. Lechtig, J.P. Habicht, H. Delgado, R.E. Klein, C. Yarbrough and
R.E. MartoreIl, Effect of food supplementation during pregnancy on
birth weight. Pediatrics; 56 (508), 1975.

19W.H., .Mosl~y "Social determinants of infant and child mortality:
Some consideratIOns for an analytical framework". Discussion paper for
a c~nference on Health and Mortality in Infancy and Early Childhood
Cairo, May 18-20, 1980. '
. 20S. D'Souza and A. Bhuiya "Socio-economic mortality differentials
In a rural area of Bangladesh," Population and De,elopment Review' 8
(4), 1~82. '



Women in Poverty:
The Energy, Health and Nutrition Syndrome1

'Dorland's Medical Dictionary defines the word syndrome as "a
combination of symptoms resulting from a single cause or so
commonly occurring together as to constitute a distinct .••
entity." It is hard to find a more apt definition of energy, health
and nutrition and their relationship to poverty.

It may be felt that poverty has an impact on the heaith and
nutrition of the poor, regardless of age and sex. Is there some-
thing unique about its impact on women? Or do women bear
an additional burden -in terms of their health, nutrition, or
anything else-in an impoverished situation? This paper
attempts to show what they do-and also why strategies for
women's healrh and nutrition need to be emphasised within
strategies for general development.

In the field of nutrition, most strategies have been aimed at
increasing food intake indirectly or directly. 2 Women are tar-

IBased on the article "Rural Energy Scarcity and Undernutrition: A
New Perspective," in Economic and Political Weekly, Vol. XVII, No.9,
27 February 1982, p. 329-33.

2K.V. Natarajan, "Administration and Organisational Implications of
Nutrition Programmes of India"-Paper presented at a Seminar on
Social and Economic Aspects of Nutrition, New Delhi, 1974, National
Institute of Public Co-operation and Child Development (NIPCCD),
"UNICEF Study of the Young Child-Indian Case Study." New Delhi,
1976; S. Batliwala, "Hunger and Health-Analysis of the Nutrition

gets of the latter programmes only during pregnancy and lacta-
tion. On the other hand, there has been little or no study of th.e
possible effects of reducing energy expenditure-or to put It
simply, reducing the overwhelming drudgery of the poor, and
especiaiiy of poor women. This is not pro~o.sed as an alte~na-
tive to raising food intake, but as an addItIonal (and pOSSIbly
critical) facet of improving women's nutrition and health. Such
energy saving, as we shall see, is not only a nutritional asset,
but may also release a significant amount of women's time.

In this paper, we will attempt to examine the interrelation·
ship between woman's work (i.e., their e?ergy ou~Pu~), the
growing scarcity of energy resources for survIval, and ItS Impact
on women's health and nutrition.

The grcater work load on women has been merely watched
for centuries and rather embarrassedly reduced to a sheepish
joke by men. But until recently, there was no detailed study of
the relative work outputs of men and women and the nature of
such work. In 1981, however, ASTRA3 (a cell of the Indian
Institute of Science, Bangalore) published the report of their
three-year field study of rural energy consumption patterns.4
The study was conducted in rural Karnataka with a sample of
six villages comprising 560 households and a population of
3,452.

One of the most significant results of ASTRA!s study was the
role of human energy-and specifically women's energy-in the
rural energy matrix. Table I summarises the findings.

If we exclude firewood, we find that human beings were the
most significant energy contributors-even more than animals.
Moreover, if we disaggregate human energy, men, women and
children contribute 31 per cent, 53 per cent and 16 per cent of
human energy, respectively. The ASTRA study also showed that
most human energy was spent not so much on productive activi-
ties but on survival tasks such as gathering firewood, fetching
water, ond cooking.

Problem in India," the Foundation for Research in Commodity Health,
Bombay. 1978.

3The application of Seience and Technology of Rural Areas.
'ASTRA, Rural Energy Consumption. Patterns-A Field Study,

Bangalore, Indian Ins titute of Science, 1981.



TABLE1. PATTERNOFVILLAGEENERGY
SOPPLYANDCONSUMPTION

Source-wise Contribution
Source (Per Cent)

Sector-wise Consumption
Activity (Per Cent)

7.7
(3.1)
(3.8)
(0.8)
2.7

81.6
2.1
0.6
5.3

Human
(Men)
(Women)
(Children)

Animal
Firewood
Kerosene
Electricity
Other

Domestic
Lighting
Transport
Industry

88.3
2.2
0.5
4.7

Source: ASTRA, Rural Energy Consumption Patterns-A Field Study,
Bangalore, Indian Institute of Science, p. 80.

What is the role of women in these activities, and what is the
magnitude of the burden on them compared to that on men?
To determine this, we have to examine the hours per day spent
on domestic and agricultural activities and translate these into
calorie costs. Table 2 presents the break-up of hours per day
spent on agricultural and domestic activities by men and women.
The most significant aspect of Table 2 is that while women
average about 6 hours a day on survival-related and agricultural
tasks, men average only 4 hours a day on the same. Also, the
ASTRA study did not monitor other domestic work such as
cleaning, sweeping, washing clothes and utensils and child care,
all of which are calorie-intensive and all of which are performed
almost exclusivel¥ by women. On the other hand, most of the
other (i.e., non-enumerated) tasks carried out by men are
sedentary in nature-such as visiting the tea shop, trips to
panchayet offices, talking with friends, etc.

We have now to translate the activities of men and women
into calorie costs and compare them with calorie intake. How-
ever, this is not as simple as it seems for once again the neglect
of women in social research or the ideological biases within
existing information becomes a handicap.

Ramanathan and Nag have reviewed virtually all calorie cost
studies in the country for various activities in their paper

TABIE 2. HOURSPERDAYSPENTONDOMESTIC
ANDAGRICULTURALACTIVITIES

Hours Per Day
Man Woman

Gathering firewood
Fetching water
Cooking
Carrying food to farm/walking

to farm
Livest ock grazing

(B) Agricultural

Ploughing
Irrigation
Transplanting
Weeding
Harvesting
Winnowing
Threshing
Manuring
Nursery
Harrowing
Transporting

(C) Other activities (sweeping,
cleaning, child care, personal
cars, play, sitting) 9.79 7.94 8.42

(D) Rest and sleep (approx) 10.00 10.00 14.00

Source: Compiled from data given in ASTRA, "Rural Energy Con-.
sumption Patterns-A Field Study," Indian Institute of Science Bangalore
1981. ' •

0.33
0.02
0.02

0.41
0.78
2.28

0.24
0.13
0.18

1.00
1.63

1.14
047

0.18
0.30
0.08
0.08
0.18

0.33
0.33
0.19
0.09

0.14
0.13
0.17
0.03
0.05

"E~ergy Cost of Human Labour."5 They found energy cost
~stImates for only 10 agricultural activities, compared to 70
Industrial and military activities. Furthermore, there were no
female equivalents for these agricultural tasks, as though women
have not baen participating in agriculture for several millennia!

The unkind est cut of all is when we find that the few women's.

N 5~.L. Ra~anathan and P.K. Nag, "Energy Cost of Human Labour,"
atlonalInstltute of Occupational Health, Ahmedabad (n.d.).



energy costs (lO to be precise) which have been measured are
clubbed under 'sedentary people' and include for such pleasant
tasks as sewing, knitting, type-'.uiting, piano-playing and singing!
Where have 90 per cent of India's women gone-the ones who
work from morning b night a~ back-breakirg domestic and
economic tasks and also carry t . .; burden of pregnancy and
child care?

Under the circumstances ere: is forced to approximate the
energy expenditure of women in lhe conce, ned tasks by using
the formula:

energy cost/minute/adult male X Basal Metabolic Rate

Basal Metabolic Rate

(the BMR for m')derate workers is used throughout the formula)

This gives us the estimates of energy cost per minute per acti-
vity for men and women presented in Table 3. Note that all
starred figures are estimates based on the above formula.

We are now ready to calculate the activity-wise energy output
per day for men and women, shown in Table 4.

A note of explanation is needed here: Agricultural activities
are obviously seasonal, bilt here they have been averaged over
the whole year to obtain a daily figure, which is more appro-
priate for determining daily energy output and comparing it
with calorie intake. Thus, during some months of the year,
agricultural activities will account for much higher er:ergy
expenditure than shown in Table 4.

Returning to Table 4, we see that the calorie (energy) expendi-
ture ofwomen is higher than that of men. The difference appears
more marginal than I suspect it really is. First of all, the 'other'
activities of men, could not be clearly enumerated.

The sh0ftage of off-season employment opportunities makes
it doubtful that they spend a lot of energy on non-agricultural
activities. Therefore one can postulate that during off-seasons,
the total calorie expenditure of men may be significantly lower
than that of women.

Secondly, we see that most of the energy expenditure of
women is on daily, life-supporting tasks which must be per-
formed regardless of season and which are generally not shared

by men viz., cooking, fetching water, gathering firewood,
washing cleaning, and child care.

TABLE 3. CALORIE COST OF DOMESTIC AND
AGRICULTURAL ACTIVITIES (CALS/MINUTE)

Calorie Cost
Activity ------------

Men Women Child
(A) Domestic

(I) Gathering firewood 5.2
(a) Walking to source 5.2 4.4* 4.6*
(b) Return trip with load 6.4 5.5* 5.7*

(2) Fetching water
(a) Walking to source 5.2 4.4* 4.6*
(b) Return trip with load 6.4 5.5* 5.7*

(3) Cooking 2.5* 2.1* 2.2*
(4) Carrying food to farm/ 5.2 4.4* 4.6*

walking to farm
(5) Livestock grazing 2.8 2.4* 4.6*

.i6) Others (sweeping, cleaning,
child care, personal care, 1.5* 1.5* 1.7*
play, sitting, etc.) average

(B~ Agricultural

(I) Ploughing 5.5 _ 4.7*
(2) Irrigation 3.3 2.8*
(3) Transplanting 5.1* 4.3*
(4) Weeding 5.1* 4.2*
(5) Harvesting (manual) 53* 4.5*
(6) Winnowing 5.3* 4.5*
(7) Threshing 5.4 4.6*
(8) Manuring 4.0* 3.4*
(9) Nursery 3.5* 3.0*

(10) Harrowing 6.5* 55*
(II) Transporting (by bullock cart) 2.0* 1.7*._---_.__ ._--

*AlI estimated or approximated figures
Source: (i) N.L. Ramanathan and P.G. Nag, "Energy cost of Human

Labour," National Institute of Occupational Health, Ahmedabad.
(ii) R. Rajalakshrni, "Applied Nutrition" (Second edition), Oxford and

IBH, New Delhi, 1974.

Thirdly, many of the above activities create a demand for
human energy because of the scarcity of other energy resources.
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If cooking fuel and water were readily availa~le close to the
user and the efficiency of stoves improved, a savmg of ~earlY
500 calories per day per woman could be effected. Is t ere a

TABLE 4 : ACTIVITY-WISE CALORIE
EXPENDITURE ~ER DAY

---------------------;Cr.a;;jl~or_;;.ie;_p;;;e;r~dr;;ay;------------
Men Women Child

115 122 74
7 232 40

312 301

3 287 24
274 68 155
711 1010 293

(A) Domestic

(I) Gathering firewood
(2) Fetching water
(3) Carrying food to farm!

walking to farm
(4) Cooking
(5) Livestock grazing

Sub-total

(8) Agricultural

(2) Ploughing
(2) Irrigation
(3) Transplanting
(4) Weeding
(5) Harvesting
(6) Winnowing
(7) Threshing
(8) Manuring
(9) Nursery

(10) Harrowing
(11) Transporting

Sub-total

(C) Other Activities (sweeping,
cleaning, child care, personal
care, play. sitting, etc.)

(D) Rest and sleep (approx.)
Total

45}
31
15
12
6

334

878
550

2,473

715
500

2,505

655

650

1,598

need to bring about such an energy saving at all? If food in-
take more or less matches calorie output, there would appear
to be no cause for concern. ASTRA's nutrition ~ur:ey (unpub-
lished) in the village Ungra (based on momtonng of food
purchase and use over a two-month period) found that the

average individual intake per day was around 2,300 calories.
But this, like all other nutrition surveys in the country, assumes
an equal distribution of food within the family-a highly
questionable assumption.

The staple diet in this area is 'ragi' which is cooked to a dough
and separated into balls for eating. When local women were
questioned as to how they distribute the balls, their answers
provided the following ratio: 2 balls for a man, 1.5 for a
woman and 1 for a child. Obviously this would be a questionable
basis for disaggregating the overall calorie consumption of the
familY-but it gives us a rough idea of intra-familial inequali-
ties in food distribution. It also shows that food intake is deter-
mined not only by work output, but also by social and cultural
factors which have to be studied, described and tackled.

Let us for a moment return to the above ratio and assume
it is valid. Applying it to the overall cereal consumption per
day per family (4.24). The relative food intake per man, woman
and child would then be 3,270 calories, 2,410 calories and 1,640
calories per day respectively. This means an intake deficit of
nearly 100 calories per day per woman, whereas a man has an
intake surplus of nearly 800 calories.

A deficit of 100 calories a day doesn't look serious until we
link it to certain facts:

(i) The vast majority of villagers have worm infestations,
these parasites can "steal" as much as one-fourth the
total food intake.

(ii) This intake level for women is a "maintenance" level
which makes no allowances for the additional 500.600
calories required during pregnancy and lactation-and
Kamala Jaya Ra06 has shown that one-third adult
Indian women are in that condition at any point in
time, without the benefit of additional nutrition during
these "vulnerable" periods.

All of the nutrition programmes in the country are aimed at
pregnant and lactating women-though how much of this extra

6K. Jaya Rao, "Who is Malnourished; Mother or the Women".
Medico FriendsCircleBulfetin, February 1980, pp. 1-5.



nutrition actually reaches these women is a moot point.7 But
what of the nutrition deprivation suffered by girls from infancy
to pregnancy? And what of the woman who have fulfilled their
reproductive roles, but must continue to work for their family's
survival without enough food to meet their needs?

Most frightening of all is the growing school of thought which
uses theories of biological adaptation (the "homeostasis" theory)
and clever statistical gymnastics to prove that there is in fact no
such calorie gap.8

The doyen of this school is Prof. P.V. Sukhatme, a biostatisti-
cian with considerable clout who a decade ago smashed the
theory of the "protein gap" in the diets of poor people. He
demonstrated that the protein gap only occurs when there is a
calorie gap-but when overall intake of calories is sufficient, the
amount of protein is also adequate.9 He was undoubtedly
responsible for elbowing out the vested interests who would
have liked to manufacture and market supplementary protein to
people who had barely enough to eat.

Today his work has taken quite a different direction-a
direction which has frightful implications for women. To grossly
oversimplify his theory, he states that just as there is inter-
individual variation in food intake, there is also an intra-indivi-
dual variation. So at times we eat more, and then we eat less.
Thus, ascribing some arbitrary norm such as "recommended
daily allowance" is meaningless, since both inter- and intra-
individual food intakes will fall into a normal bell curve, even
though everyone is healthy.lO Form here, he goes on to state,
that the only two indicators of malnutrition (either in the form
of overnutrition or undernutrition) are: whether body weight
remains basically constant (i.e., it is "maintained"), and whether
the llormallevel of activity (for which read "work") is main-
tained. He believes that anyone who meets the above criteria
cannot be termed malnourished.

'K.V. Natarajan, op. cu.
Sp.v, Sukhatme, "On Measurement of Poverty," Economic and Poli-

tical Weekly, Vol. XVI, No. 32, p. 1318-24.
9p.V. 'Sukhatme, "Protein Strategy and Agricultural Development,",

Presidential address, All India Agricultural Economics Conference, 31
October 1972, BHU, Varanasi, Indian Society of Agricultural Economics.

lOp.V. Sukhatme, "On Measurement of Poverty," 1981.
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,Sukhatme also does not want us .

\\'estern norms of how t 11 to be carned away by
a or heavy h ldsmall person is neither stunted . we s. au be. A thin,

merely "adapted" t ffi' nOl underwelght- she/be has
while continuing to laobe cIently use the little food to be had

Our away fa .
Therefore, this "calorie-crap" f/ survIval.

of the poor is of little cons'" su ered by women and by many
I equence -becau tlse ves and carryon 1.:1 ' se ley adapt them-

• .r. Owever If Our ab Icorrect, then the quest' ' ove ca culations are. lOll remains' ca
calone deficits of 500 or 600 " n w?men "adapt" to
lactation? calones durmg pregnancy and

Even if they ca S kh .n, u atme Ignores th ' '.
adaptation over a lifetime m ' e posslbl!Jty that such
health. Is this why mo ay ha:e dIsastrous consequences on
I h' re women die and d' I's t IS why maternal mo t I' . ' Ie ear Ier than men?l1

h h r a Ity IS so high -4 001100 0 .w Y t e average birth weight of ..' 0012?Is this
kg.,13 leading to so much I 'IPdoorbabIes IS as low as 2,5
m b h . C 11 wastage? In thay e t e starting point of tl '. " 0 er words this
nut~i~ion, low birth weight ba~~e~lC:,us cl,rcleof maternal under-
fertIlity. In this context health' Igh I.nfant mortality, high
tant I . , care serVIcecan I .ro e 111 alleviating the health bl . P ay an Impor-
extent-but do they? pro ems of women to some

First of all, Women's health has . .
health-once again on th .been confused with maternal

't e assUmptIOn thatni yare one and the' ' women and mater-same thlllg The 0 I
programmes in the national health' n y women·oriented
and child health schemes and t' sector have been maternal
The health system has yet to w~ksome extent family planning.
large number of women in need oen to the fact that there are a
pregnant nor lactating. f health care who are neither

Secondly, the outreach f 1 I '
respect to Women Exa ' t~ lea.th serVIcesis very poor with
m d' I . mll1a IOn of III and 0 t .e Ica institutions reveals that f,. - - u -patIent records of
of these faCilities only 0 or every three men who avail

ne woman does so, This . b
IS Yno means

II ICMR/ICSSR Stud G "
Strategy" India T ,y roup. Health for All' An

u/bid' P 231 n nstltute of Education, p, 132 1981 P' Alternative
13 T :. • ' , une.

b National Institute f N
ad. P, 27-29. 1971, 0 utrition, "Nutrition Atlas of India' H d

,. Y era-
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because women are healthier, but because in the Indian family,
the importance given to a woman's ailments is considerably less

tban that given to a man's illness.
Thirdly, the very nature and structure of the health service

system militates against its reaching women. Our health system
is institution-based. Women have neither the time, mobility,
child care facilities nor the leisure to travel long distances at
great expense to seek out the services available in hospitals and
health centres, often at the loss of a day's wage. A momiciliary
system which reaches the doorstep would naturally benefit more

women.Finally, in our culture, it is women who can best reach out to
and care for other women. Yet in the present health services,
male functionaries heavily outweigh the females. Although
the number of women doctors has been steadily rising, few of
these are working in the rural areas. It is the lone cadre of
auxiliary nurses/midwives, poorly paid, poorly supervised and
equipped, sexually harassed and overloaded with work, who are
the sole guardians of women's health. Even the celebrated
<;ommunity health worker scheme, defeated our hopes when
over 80 per cent of these selected and trained turned out to be
men. Let us now summarise the picture so far.

The scarcity of other energy resources in a rural area creates
a demand for human energy-particularly in survival-related
tasks. When human energy is expended, women contribute the
greatest share. But in comparison to this energy output, women
get a lower share of food intake, and face a nutritional deficit.
Added to the work burden, women also suffer further energy
deprivation due to repeated pregnancies and breast feeding, high
morbidity and intestinal infestations. Health care can alleviate
this burden to some exten.t, but women apparently have less
access to health care facilities due to the nature and structure of
these services. These factors naturally affect all the poor, but
apparently women are more considerably affected because of
their special biological, social and economic roles.

The complexity of the problem is too mind·boggling for any-
one to offer quick solutions, but the following series of questions
must be answered if we are to even begin tackling the problem.

The questions are:
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(?) What is the actual pattern of women' k ' ,regIOns? s wor m different

(2) What is the energy cost of the a f ' ,
men, women and children in different soc,c IVltIes p:rformed by
both urban and rural? IO-economlc groups-

(3) What are the effects of human en .
status-with and without increasin so edr~ysavmg on nutrition

(4)
g 100 l11take?

Are the calorie intake norms or .
wances for women at various act" 't lrecomme~d~d daily alIo-

(
5) Wh ' IVI Y evels realistiC?

at IS actual food intake of .
biological stages) and men? women (at all ages and

(6) How do women utilise the time released b th . ,
of alternative energy resources so '1 Y e prOVISIOn

( )
' lor surVlva tasks?

7 What IS the actual extent and pattern of morb'd't
gst women? I I Y amon-

(8) What is the outreach of health .
and what is the level of utilization of the ;ervlcesb to all women,

In conclusion althou h ormer y the latter?
interrelationshi~ betw;en on:ne~anno: off~r facile solu~ions, the
nutrition and health suggests a th

gy
carclty, women s work,

W ' ree-pronged strategy'
omen s deprivation occurs at tIll .

level, the environmental level and t~ree e:e~, the socio-cultural
All women's movements ar . d e servlc: programmes level.
archal system giving prl'orl'teyatlmoe, at br~akIng the rigid patri-Increasmg .the 'I bT
energy resources for activities performed by aval(a J Ity of
fuel and water cooking t )' women collecting
and one where'devisin 'a: c, IS an,other facet of the strategy,
important part Finall g th ap~ropnate technology can play an
and expanding 'the y, ~re I~ a:n urgent need for restructuring
grammes to reach ~~~p; 0 IIeXisting health and nutrition pro-
network. 0 a women and to draw them into its

How best all thi b ' .bate and d' ,s can e achieved IS matter for further de
ISCUSSlOnPerhaps the m' th -

political front mob:r ' aJor rust has to be on the
of society. ' I ISlllg women to form an articulate section



households are a particularly disadvantaged segment of the society
and that such women, most of whom have little or no literacy
attainment, have meagre resources to support the families that
they head. Further, there is hardly an)' prospect of improving
their levels of living unless and until their children, especially
male children, grow up and arc in a position to receive education,
stable employment or take care of family land. But by then,
women would generally cease to be the heads of the households.Indian Households with Female Heads:

Their Incidence, Characteristics and
Level of living Data Sources

A major source of data pertaining to heads of households are
the Indian censuses of J 961 and 1971. Since the tabulation
programme of the two censuses was not comparable, our
analysis aims at broad inferences about the prevailing situation
rather than at a study of intercensal changes. Also, we have
explorcd the data only a! th~ state level rather than at a district
or the regional level (which might yield some interesting
insights). The 1981 census tables relating to the composition
and size of households are yet to be compiled from the 20 per
cent of sample of the household schedules.

The discussion of census data is supplemented by an explor~J
tion of the level of living of households with female heads i
Gujarat and Maharashtra states of India (on the basis of statj
samples) in terms of their monthly per capita expenditure
during October 1972-September 1973 (th 27the Round of the
National Sample Survey hitherto referred to as NSS). The
simultaneous colleetion of data on economic activities and
consumption expenditure in the NSS provides a challenging
opportunity for analysis, although only micro-studies would
indicate the validity of the census or the NSS data with respect
to (a) the identification of the heads of households and (b) the
extent to which estimates of monthly per capita consumption
expenditure reflect the economic welfare of the surveyed house-
holds or individuals. From the 32nd Round of the NSS (July
1977- June 1978) no tabulations taking account of the sex of the
head of the household have been generated because the primary
inte;'ests of the users of these data are different. 11 would b-:
useful, however, to initiate some special tabulations of these
data, if the requisite resources are available.

Recent years have witnessed a welcome upsurge of interest in
the living conditions of women who form half the human race
but generally fail to be treated on par with men in many aspects
of life. In India, the unequal status of women has been reflected
in their numerical deficit, particularly marked in the Northern
states. While the situation in the pre-census period can only be a
matter of speculation, it seems reasonable to postulate that the
deficit of women could not have been a sudden development of
the second half of the 19th century and the 20th century. Also,
the primary explalation for the deficit of women in the popula-
tion appears to be the fact that females encounter higher risks
as compared to men, of death from infancy onwards at least
up to the end of their productive p~riod. This leads to a l?w~r
life expectancy at b:rth for females than for males. TI11S IS

indeed indicative of their lower status in the Indian society.l
The focus of this paper is not on the deficit of females in the

population but on households where females are reported to be
heads. Our objective is to examine the empirical evidence relat-
ing to the concern and the widespread belief that female headed

'Pravin Visaria, The Sex Ratio of the Population of India, Census
Monograph No. 10, Office of Registrar General, New Delhi, 1971.



Limitations of Available Data
Various limitations of the data must be noted .at the outset.

The distinction between a family and a household IS not .easy .to
convey in Indian languages. Also, as noted below, the I~entlfi-
cation of the head of a househo!4. does not generally ~ecelve the
time or attention of the investigators or enumerat~rs ~t deserves
if the household headship is to be used as a cntenon for an
assessment of the status or living conditions of women. ~he
influence of cultural factors operating in our generally patriar-
chal, patrilineal and patrilocal society i.s so stron~ that both the
investigators and the respondents are likely to misreport (gene-
rally leading to under-reporting), the cases where wome.n are
the heads of households. Therefore, the data have to be ~nter-
preted with considerable caution although th.e obser~ed mter-
state differences discussed below appear qUite plausible and
provide a ba,is for further inquiries and research.

What is a Household?
Webster's Third International Dictionary defines a household

a "social unit comprised of those living together in the sameas . 1 .
dwelling place." The identification of these socia units on a

tematic basis in India as a whole is a relatively recent pheno-
sys f the post-Independence p~riod, beginning with the 1951menon 0' . .

C 2 ·Differences between a household and a family anse
ensus. " '1 " h reither because relatives or members of a .faml y ave to lve

t ly and cannot have a common l<ltchen for whatever
separa e l' h'

because some U'1related members Ive to get er In areason or .
d 11'lngunit and cook together. A large-scale datacommon we. . .

11' Ct'IV'ltysuch as a census or a survey necessaflly hasco eetlOn a . .
to adopt a practical procedure and has to concern Itself With
hOLlseholds rather than families.

d NSS Definitions of a Household and the Head ofCensuS an
Household . .
Both the 1961 and the 1971 Censuses defined.a household as

"the entire group of persons who commonly live together and

d· . Dandekar Size and Composition of Households, Census2Kumu Inl. .

h N 9 Office of the Registrar General, New Delhi, 1971.Monograp 0.,

take their meals from a common mess unless the exigencies of
work prevent them from doing so. "The head of the house-
hold was defined as "a person who is recognised as such in the
household." Both the 1961 and the 1971 Censuses described the
head as "generally the person who bears the chief responsibility
for the maintenance of the household"; the 1971 Census instruc-
tions added that the head "(generally) ... takes decisions on
behalf of the household". Both added that the head "need
not necessarily be the oldest male member but may even be a
female or a younger member of either sex." However, the
enumerators were asked not to make "any elaborate enquiry"
(1961 Census) or to "enter into any long argument" (1971
Census) on the subject.

The NSS instructions on the definition of a household were
rather brief. The NSS defines a household as "a group of per-
sons livi~g together and taking food from a common kitchen".
If a person lives in one place and eats at another place, he is
considered a normal resident of the place where he lives. Nor-
mal residents who were temporarily away were included as
members of the sample household while temporary visitors to
the sample household were excluded. However, in the 27th
Round, no explicit instructions were given to define the head
of the household, presumably because the NSS investigators
have been conducting similar surveys for several years and
know how to ide:J.tify a household head. Of course, in the
absence of a specific instruction, different interviewers may have
used somewhat dissimilar criteria to identify a household head.
Even more important, the information on the relationship of
different members to the head of the homehold was not trans-
ferred to the punch cards or the tape. One has to rely on the
assurance from persons in charge of the processing of the state
sample data that the head of a household is always given· the
serial number one and can be identified from that information.
The general absence of any obvious implausibility in the data
obtai~ed on this assumption seems to confirm it.

We shall first examine the Census data and then turn to the
NS') data for Gujarat and Maharashtra.
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Incidence of Famale-Headed Households in Different ~tates.
According to the data shown in Tables 1 and 2, 1n India as

a whole, households headed by women formed slightly less than
10 per cent according to both 1961 and 1971 Censuses, but there
were significant interstate variations. All the Southern states-

TABLE 1. PERCENTAGE OF FEMALES AMONG HEADS OF HOUSEHOLDS

ACCORDING TO THE 1961 CENSUS

All Areas Rural Areas Under AreasAr.?as

INDIA 9.91 10.02 9.51

STATES

Andhra Pradesh 13.31 13.34 13.19
Assam 5.45 5.42 5.78
Bihar 10.13 10.41 6.98
Gujarat 8.86 8.26 10.49

Himachal Pradesh 9.92 9.97 9.10

Jammu & Kashmir 7.34 7.66 5.60
Karnataka 13.52 13.71 12.84
Kerala 16.44 16.23 17 87
Madhya Pradesh 7.82 7.84 7.74
Madras 14.17 14.61 12.91
Maharashtra 10.80 11.46 9.07
Manip'Jr 12.28 11.67 19.21
Meghalaya 21.56 22.39 16.20
Nagaland 13.51 13.41 16.15
Orissa 9.35 9.37 9.43

Punjab 6.77 6.92 6.34
Rajaslhan 6.42 5.98 8.66
Sikkim 6.30 6.21 8.00
Tripura 5.47 5.15 8.88
Uttar Pradesh 7.64 7.88 6.06
West Bengal 8.17 8.14 8.32

UNION TERRITORIES

Andaman & Nicobar Is. 4.34 3.69 6.24
Delhi 4.26 4.34 4 26
Lakshadweep Is. 42.96 42.96
Dadla & Nagar Havali 5.07 5.07
Pondicherry - 1442 13.82 16.61

Note: Estimates are based on a 20 per cent sample of all households.
Source: Census of India, 1961, Vol. I, India Part IIC (i), Social and

Cultural Tables, pp. 8-12.

Andhra Pradesh, Karnataka, Kerala, Tamil Nadu and
Pondicherry-exhibited a higher incidence of female headed
households. The proportion ranged between 13 and 16 per cent
in 1961 and between 12 and 17 per cent in 1971.

Similarly, the proportion of female-headed households was
greater than the national average in the North-East region
cbnsisting of Megha!aya (interestingly, very different from
Assam), Manipur and Nagaland, which account for a very
small proportion of the national population. However the high-
est incidence of female-headed households was reported for
Lakshadweep islands situated off the coast of Kerala in the
Arabian Sea--43 per cent according to the 1961 Census and 35
per cent in 1971.

At the other extreme, in Uttar Pradesh, Bihar (not in 1961),
Rajasthan and Madhya Pradesh and in the North-Western
region of the country consisting of Jammu and Kashmir, Punjab
and Haryana, the percentage offemale-headed households ranged
between 6 and 8.
In order to understand these distinct regional patterns, socio-

cultural history of the regions ought to be closely examined.
However, some characteristics of the female-headed households
help to understand the processes that lead to females being
reported as heads of households.

Characteristics of Female-Headed Households
The 1971 Census shows a rise in the proportion of female-

headed households with age in virtually every state or union
territory (Table 2). This tendency is consistent with the infor-
mation based on the NSS data for Gujarat and Maharashtra
that a majority of the female-heads of households tend to be
widows or divorced and separated.3 Table 3 seeks to connrm
this hypothesis through an examination of the proportion of
female-headed households where the male spouse was resident
in the household. This proportion varies inversely with the age
group of the household heads in most states or union terri-
tories.

3See also K. Dandekar, op. cit., The 1951 Census data for West Bengal,
the only state for which information on age, sex, marital status of the
heads of the households was tabulated, confirm this.



TABLE 2. PERCENTAGE OF FEMALES AMONG HEADS OF HOUSEHOLDS BY AGE GROUP OF HEADS,

ACCORDING TO THE 1971 CENSUS

Age Group of Heads of Households

India/States All Ages Less than 30 30-49 50 +
All Rural Urban All Rural Urban All Rural Urban All Rural Urban
Areas Areas Areas Areas Areas Areas Areas Areas Areas Areas Areas Areas

INDIA 9.43 9.58 8.83 6.07 6.51 4.61 8.20 8.51 7.06 12.48 12.12 14.17
Andhra Pradesh 12.35 12.45 7.59 5.98 6.30 5.02 10.56 10.70 10.04 17.33 16.92 19.57
Assam 6.03 5.97 6.62 4.81 4.70 5.76 5.69 5.68 5.84 7.10 6.96 8.74
Bihar 7.98 8.27 5.49 6.20 6.54 3.47 7.68 8.09 4.51 9.15 9.21 8.51
Gujarat 8.52 8.08 9.59 3.67 4.16 5.15 6.64 6.54 6.89 1352 11.99 17.62'
Haryana 6.36 5.98 7,79 7.60 7.32 8.28 5.93 5.93 5.93 6.44 5.61 10.40'
Himachal Pradesh 14.90 15.29 11.69 18.10 18.72 15.11 15.30 16.10 8.44 13.36 13.42 12.27
Jammu & Kashmir 5.92 5.86 6.21 10.96 10.95 11.00 5.09 5.10 3.51 5.42 5.28 6.23
Kerala 17.31 17.09 18.49 10.59 10.28 12.53 14·19 14.24 13.~3 22.45 21.94 25.26
Madhya Pradesh 7.36 745 6.91 3.50 3.53 3.37 5.80 5.83 5.63 11.74 11.72 11.88

Maharashtra 10.32 11.17 8.46 6.65 8.38 3.79 9.43 10.54 7.21 13.19 13.03 13.64
Manipur 11.46 10.76 16.53 6.49 6.30 8.41 8.75 8.42 11.36 16.94 15.78 23.8(}
Meghalaya 21.06 21.31 19.56 24.27 25.33 19.22 18.33 18.81 15.46 23.99 23.34 28.57
Karoataka 12.81 13.13 11.83 795 8.64 6.43 11.10 11.69 9.39 16.53 16.09 18.20
Nagaland 12.95 12.92 13.22 12.95 12.92 13.22 12.95 12.92 13.24 12.95 12.95 13.04
Orissa 9.18 9.29 8.12 5.99 6.16 4.66 8.28 8.43 6.83 11.93 11.82 15-45
Punjab 7.46 7.24 8.08 6.44 5.72 7.89 6.82 7.06 6.21 8.43 7.78 1094-

Rajasthan 6.46 6.33 7.05 4,92 5.34 3.45 5.55 5.47 5.87 8.46 7.96 10.95·

Sikkim 10.37 10.72 739 9.37 10.26 467 6.30 10.95 6.37 17.33 17.70 12.54

Tamil Nadu 13.78 14.57 ll.RO 6.50 7.09 5.28 11.23 12.17 9.06 19.80 20.00 19.2(}

Tripura 6.75 6.39 9.84 6.24 5.70 9.88 6.55 6.22 9.34 7.21 6.85 10.69'

Uttar Pradesh 6.98 7.21 5.66 6.48 7.13 3.19 6.29 6.62 4.48 8.04 7.95 867

West Bengal 7.68 776 7'42 5.03 482 5.78 6.48 6.70 5.87 10.84 10.75 1Ll7

Andaman & Nicobar
Islands 4.25 3.67 6.11 3.60 2.68 6.32 3.67 3.30 4.82 7.04 6.05 11.25

Arunachal Pradesh ,7.02 7.06 5'96 7.12 7.03 8.33 5.86 5.91 4,66 4.47 9.51 616

Chandigarh 4.69 2.34 4.92 5.37 1.40 5.70 3.90 1.72 4.09 5.95 4.28 6.21

Dadra & Nagar Haveli 5.78 5.78 6.27 6.27 4.64 4.64 7.80 7.80

Dehli 4.81 4.50 4.84 2,08 3.33 1.96 3.82 4.23 3.79 8.84 5.63 9.21

Goa, Daman & Diu 25.61 28.17 17.88 15.49 18.38 Cl.14 21.14 23.56 14.33 34.59 36.43 27.66

Lakshadweep 35.39 35.39 34.69 34.69 35.26 3526 36.27 36.27

Pondicherry 12.48 12.05 13.14 5.60 5.53 5.72 10.44 10.43 10,44 17.47 16.37 19.16

Source: Census of India, 1971, series J, India Part C (iii), Vol. I, Social and Cultural Tables, pp. 2-22.



TABLE 3. NUMBER OF HOUSEHOLDS WITH FBMALE-HEADS HAVING MALE SPOUSE PER 1000
FEMALE-HEADED

HOUSEHOLDS, 1961 AND 1971 CENSUS DATA

1961 Census 1971 Census
Area All Ages All Ages Less than 30 30-49 50+

Rural Urban Rural Urban Rural Urban Rural Urban Rural UrbanAreas Areas Areas Areas Areas Areas Areas Area Areas Areas
I'DIA 26 38 23 35 49 80 31 46 11 16STATES
Andhra Pradesh 18 23 17 23 46 56 22 33 9 9Assam 90 85 52 16 130 42 65 19 12Bihar 21 41 12 54 22 76 14; 69 6 33Gujarat 32 40 1.2 33 43 120 36 50 8 16Haryana a a 14 19 20 10 15 23 10 18Himachal Pradesh 35 8 26 21 40 16 35 30 10 14Jammu & Kashmir 66 27 44 34 51 43 63 43 17 14Kerala 86 107 68 97 148 302 9S 144 38 47Madhya Pradesh 30 30 25 30 72 92 40 36 8 12Maharashtra 23 40 27 41 57 100 36 54 11 18Manipur 18 23 13 29 49 145 21 50 3 8Meghalaya b b 286 280 420 437 328 324 136 132Karnataka 30 44 35 46 82 112 45 64 21 20Nagaland 9 83 5 15 5 13 4 24 3

39 133 16 27 5 1613 33Orissa 12 30
26 35 17 1522 20 22 25 29 28Punjab

10 5 13 10 3 6Rajasthan 12 11 7 8
8 27125 21 41 51 77 34 42Sikkim 31
3 J.6 16 18 7 8Tamil Nadu 11 15 5

2240 19 19 24 5Tripura 19 18 16 23
7 1618 47 18 37Uttar Pradesh 19 34 14 27

2473 121 27 69 6West Bengal 22 79 22 54
UNION TERRITORIES

20 37 36100 13 71Andaman & Nicobar 50 19 65 22
29 69 32 48 24 4828 57Arunachal Pradesh c c

34 16 2316 28 22 23Chandigarh a a
Dadra & Nagar

28 35 1127 25Haveli
24 57 16 1824 21 42 29 106Delhi 19

32 21101 115 24 57Goa, Daman & Diu NA NA 55 46
151 256 237Lakshadweep 230 230

26 22 1532 30 22 57 51 37Pondicherry 30
a Included in Punjab; b Included in Assam; c Only a simplified schedule/ship was canvassed in Arunachal Pradesh-Note:

in the 1961 Census.
S C f I d'a 1961 Volume I India Part IIC (i) Social and Cultural Tables, pp. 10-13.ouree: ensus 0 n 1 " ,

Census of India, 1971,Series I, India, Part J[ C (iii) Social and Cultural Tables, pp. 2-22.



Neither the average size of the female or male-headed house-
holds nor the proportion of single-member households is known
separately for rural and urban areas according to the 1971
Census. However, Table 2 shows that in India as a whole, the
incidence of female-headed households was generally lower in
urban areas than in rural areas. One can infer that the tradi-
tion of sex·selective out-migration from rural areas might be
contributing to the reporting of females as households heads.
However, in several states, the proportion of female-headed
households was actually higher in urban areas that in rural
areas .. Also, as shown in Table 3, the male spouse was more
often a member of the female-headed households in urban
areas than was in rural areas.

We recalculated the average household size, on the basis of
the 1971 Census data, by excluding the single-member house-
holds in order to understand the real burden experienced
by those women who have the responsibility of other members
of the households. The two sets of estimates of household
size are given in Table 4. As expected, the difference in
average household size, when the single-member households are
excluded, between the male- and the female-headed households
narrows down significantly and is equivalent to just a little over,~
one person p~ household compared to over two persons other-
wise. Since 97.5 per cent of the female headed households in
the country do not have male spouses living in the households,
as evident from Table 3, this implies that the smaller average
size of female-headed households is to a great extent due to
the absence of the traditional male head.

There are inter-state differences but the difference in the
average household size norrOW6 down once the single-member
households are treated as a separate category. It thus appears
that e'xcluding those households where there are only single
women, the burden of supporting the family on female heads is
not any less compared to the male heads. In reality, it is likely
to be even greater given their low literacy levels, low income
less stable jobs, less remunerative occupations, etc.

In brief, the census data suggest that females tend to be
reported as heads when they are rather old and/or widowed.
While, many of them form single-member households and have
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a smaller average size than male-headed households, the burden
on those women who have families is not any less. Except in
Meghalaya, Lakshadweep, and Kerala, few of them have male
spouses resident with them. (That is true even for Nagaland
and Manipur which also have higher than average proportion
of female-beaded households.)

An exploration of the association between the proportion of
females in the population (taken as suggestive of the status of
women in a state) and the incidence of female headship shows
a clear positive rehtionship, though the range of variation in
the former variable is much smaller than that in the latter. In
the Southern states of the country where the incidence of
female headsbip is higher than the all India level, the status
of women appears relatively high. There have been pockets
within the southern region where matriliny was prevalent, and
today even if patriliny has been accepted or adopted, women
still continue to enjoy social and economic independen~e to
a greater extent. However, we do not really know to what
extent the higher incidence of female headship in the Southern
region is due to their relatively higher status. If so, one would
expect the female-headed households to be economically a:-d
socially at least as well off as the male-headed households .
Unfortunately, we have velY little data to test this. Only
through detailed micro studies of the role of ..females reported
as household heads in decision making and their wcial and
economic activities would we understand the interactions between
these phenomena.

On the whole, female-headed households appear to suffer
from a serious handicap. Women who have lost their spouse
have to encounter several problems in seeking to survive in
Our male-dominated society. Their seemingly smaller house-
hold size is really indicative of the absence of their spouses.
The smll1 household size might imply some diseconomies of
scale, although the NSS data for Gujarat and Maharashtra
examined below indicate that because of this factor, the
difference in the monthly per capita expenditure of households
with male and female heads was not really significant.

Unfortunately, the lack of interest in a study of the economic
characteristics of households has resulted in the absence of any
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tabulation of the data relating to their economic activities.
However, 1961 Census had attempted to classify rural house-
holds into three categories of those engaged in (a) cultivation
only, (b) household industry and (c) neither cultivation nor
household industry. Households engaged in cultivation were
further tabulated according to size of their landholding. House-
holds in category (c) were likely to include households which
had no economic activity whatsoever, i.e., households where
everyone was altogether outside the labour force.

Table 5 summarises the distribution of households headed by
males and females according to the reported main activity of
the household and Table 6 shows the proportion of female-
headed households engaged in the cultivation of landholdings
of different sizes. Those familiar with the problems involved in
the identification of main activity of households will recognize
the limitations of these data, which were collected through the
household economic schedule canvassed in the 1961 Census
(which was dropped in 1971). Even the data on the size of
cultivated landholding have to be interpreted with due caution.
However, a few interesting factors stand out from the Tables.
First, the proportion of female-headed households engaged in
cultivation and household industry only (except in Manipur)
was reroarkedly lower than the corresponding figures for the
male-headed households. Several of the female-headed house-
holds engaged neither in cultivation nor in household industry
were probably without any main occupation.

Secondly, the proportion of female-headed households varied
inversely with the size of landholding reported by the cultivating
households. That is, large plots of land were cultivated by
households headed by males. Females from a higher proportion
of households with smaller landholding perhaps because they
are gradually forced to sell a part of their landholdings or else
got a small share relative to the brothers of the deceased spouse.
Partly as a result, the female headed households might include
a high proportion of rural labour households, a possibility that
we shall evaluate in the course of our analysis of the NSS data
for Gujarat and Maharashtra. We turn now to these latter data
in our attempt to understand the characteristics of female-headed
households in greater detail.
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The NSS Data for 1972-73
The 27th Round data for the two western states of Gujarat and

Maharashtra are interesting because of the scope they provide
for an understanding of the level of living of households
according to the sex of the head. The Summary index of level
of living is the monthly per capita expenditure of the house-
hold, collected through a lengthy schedule in which responses
to questions on both the cash purchase and consumption out of
home-grown stock during the month preceding the date of
interview are recorded. Quite apart from the problems of recall,
we have to take note of the fact that 1972-73 was a year of
severe scarcity in both Gujarat and Maharashtra and the
coverage of the 27th Round -froni October 1972 to September
1973-might have mitigated the impact of scarcity but is
unlikely to eliminate it altogether.

Table 7 shows the age distribution of male and female heads
of households by rural-urban residence in the two states. As
noted in Table 2 based on the 1971 Census, the female heads
of households are elder. Their median age would be significantly
higher than that of male heads .

The Table also shows the percentage of female heads among
household heads of each age group. These ..percentages seem
to form something like a V-shaped curve with respect to age
group, The number of sample households with heads aged less
than 20 is rather small and therefore the relevant percentages
are subject to a relatively larger margin of errors. Yet, in three
out of four data sets, the proportion of female heads is the
lowest in the age group 25-29 and it rises almost steadily there-
after. This tendency is related, partly to the increasing risk of
Widowhood (or divorce and separation) with age. As shown in
Table 8, a large majority of female heads are indeed widows
(or divorced and separated).

Results of Gujarat and Maharashtra data on the average size
of households separately for male and female heads, shown in
Table 9 are consistent with the census data discussed earlier.
The single member households and two and three member
households are much more numerous among these with female
heads than among male-headed households. Our data do not
and perhaps cannot report whether and to what extent these
small households, particularly the single-member households,



TABLE 7. AGE DISTRIBUTION OF HEADS OF HOUSEHOLDS, GUJARAT AND MAHARASHTRA, 1972-73

State/Sex of Age Group

Household Head Below 20- 25- 30- 35- 40- 45- 50- 55- 60+ All
20 24 29 34 39 44 49 59

GUJARAT

Rural Areas
Male Heads 1.5 3.5 9.1 13.9 14.8 12.9 12.0 11.7 7.2 13.4 100.0
Female Heads 2.3 1.4 3.0 5.9 8.2 14.5 12.9 14.6 7.9 29.3 100.0
% Female* 8.2 2.5 1.9 2.4 3.2 6.3 6.1 7.0 6.1 11.6 5.7
Urban Areas
Male Heads 1.2 4.7 9.6 14.8 16.0 14.7 12.5 10.5 6.0 9.9 100.0
Female Heads 2.5 0.5 2.4 6.8 8:1 9.0 17.7 17.1 7.5 28.4 100.0
% Female* 15.9 0.9 2.2 3.9 4.3 5.1 11.1 12.5 10.0 20.0 8.1

MAHARASHTRA

Rural Areas
Male Heads 1.1 3.9 9.3 12.1 15.0 13.1 12.4 9.6 7.8 15.8 100.0
Female Heads 3.1 4.1 4.5 9.7 14.8 11.2 11.0 10.6 9.9 21.1 100.0
% Female* 25.0 10.3 5.3 8.5 10.2 9.0 9.4 11.3 12.9 13'4 10.4
Urban Areas
Male H<\ads 2.3 5.6 11.0 14.5 15.7 13.6 11.8 9.3 6.0 9.6 100.0
Female Heads 5.0 53 5.6 66 11.6 11.3 15.4 13.7 8.6 17.1 100.0
% Female* 13.4 7.7 4.2 3.0 6.0 6.7 10.1 11.3 11.0 13.3 8.0

*Figures in these rows show female heads of households in an age group as per cent of all heads of households in the same
age group. Because of the rounding of the absolute numbers, these percentages are approximate.

Source: Special Tables compiled from the state samples of the 27th Round of the NSS.

TABLE 8. MARITAL STATUS DISTRIBUTION OF HEADS OF HOUSEHOLDS, GUJARAT

AND MAHARASHTRA; 1972-73

States/Area Male Heads of Households Female Heads of Households
NM eM WDS All NM eM WDS All

GUJARAT

Rural 3.6 39.0 7.4 100.0 3.4 15.2 81.4 100.0
Urban 4.8 90.6 4,6 100.0 3.2 16.2 80.6 100,09

MAHARASHT~A

Rural
\

28 90.9 6.2 100.0 3,6 28.5 67.8 100.0
Urban 9.6 86.4 3.9 100,0 14.1 20.5 65.1 100.0

NM Never-married; CM Currently married; WDS Widowed, Divorced or Separated.

Note: In Maharashtra, for a small percentage of heads of households, marital status was not known and th " Ii. , erelore, gure.s.
may not add up to 100.0.

Source: Special Tables compiled from the State samples of the 27th Round of the NSS.
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might actually be linked to other households by such kinship
ties which may even lead them to pool their income and/or
other resources. One does not, therefore, know the extent
to which their enumeration as separate households is a result of
the survey constraints.

Turning finally to the level of living, Table 10 shows that
households with female heads had so significantly lower monthly
total expenditures than those with male heads; but the diffe-
rences in household size largely offset the differences in total
expenditure. As a result, the per capita expenditure of house.
holds with female heads was actually 7.3 per cent above that of
households with male heads in rural Gujarat and only about 1.6
per cent below the latter in urban Maharashtra. In rural
Maharashtra and urban Gujarat, however, the per capita expen-
diture of households with female heads was 9 to 12 per cent
lower than that of households with male heads.

Table 11 shows the proportion of females among heads of
households in different deciles ranked in ascending order of (a)
per capita and (b) total expenditure. When households are
ranked according to their per capita expenditure, one does not
observe any marked over-representation of female heads of
households in the bottom deciles. However, if the ranking is
in terms of tctal households expenditure, the over-representation
of females in bottom deciles is quite striking. An important
explanation for these divergent results is the smaller average
size of households with female heads. In our opinion the total
household expenditure is a better indicator of the level of living
compared to the per capita expenditure, because household
implies certain basic establishment costs, formation of assets, .
etc., some of which are more or less independent of the size of
the household. Table 11 clearly indicates that female·headed
households tend to be concentrated in the lower expenditure
groups, if we accept total household expenditure as a measure-
ment of general well-being of the households.

A Multivariate Analysis of the per Capita Expenditure of House-
holds with Female Heads
In the discussion so far, we have considered one or two

characteristics of female-headed households. One might be able
to learn more from a multivariate analysis that considers the



TABLE 10. MONTHLY HOUSEHOLD AND PER CAPITA EXPENDITURE ACCORDING TO THE SEX OF THE

HOUSEHOLD HEADS, GUJARAT AND MAHARASHTRA, 1972-73

Characteristics

(A) Percentage of households with female heads 1972-73 5.6 8.1 10.4 8.0
1971 Census 8.1 9.6 11.2 8.5

(B) Monthly household expenditure (Rs) 293.4 327.3 218.1 324.5
(i) Households with male heads 302.0 339.4 230.7 333.8

(ii) Households with female beads 150.7 189.3 109.8 217.8
(iii) Relative level, i.e., (ii) as %'of (i) 49.9 55.8 47.6 65.3

(C) Average household size 5.8 5.3 5.3 5,0
(i) Households with male heads 6.0 5.5 5.6 5.0

(ij) Houseliolds with female heads 2.8 3.5 2.9 3.4
(iii) Relative level, i.e., (ii) as % of (i) 46.4 63.3 52.3 66.3

(D) Monthly per capita expenditure (Rs) 50.4 61.3 41.0 65.6
(i) Households with male heads 50.3 61.7 412 65.7

(ii) Households with female heads 54.0 54.4 37.5 64.6
(iii) Relative level, i.e., (ii) as % of (i) 107.3 88.2 909 98.4

(E) Number of sumple households 5,560 3,545 5,314 11,103
(i) Households with male heads 5,217 3,277 4,759 10,287

(ij) Households with female heads 343 268 555 816

Note: Figures have been rounded.

TABLE 11. PERCENTAGE OF FEMALES AMONG HOUSEHOLD HEADS IN DIFFERENT DECILES WITH
ALTERNATIVE RANKING CRITERIA

Deccile of Households Ranked According to Their Per Capita Households Ranked According to Their Total Expenditure
Households Expenditure (PCE) (THE)

Gujarat Maharashtra Gujarat Maharashtra

Rural Urban - Rural Urban Rural Urban Rural Urban
(1972-73) (1972-73) (1972-73) (1972-73)

1 4.8 10.6 10.2 10.4 27.3 37.0 46.3 22.5
2 4.5 9.2 13.6 9.4 8.2 11.8 172 12.3
3 3.5 7.7 10.5 9.0 5.0 7.2 10.9 9.6
4 4.7 9.3 9.0 5.9 4.8 4.0 8.4 9.1
5 6.0 6.3 9.0 5.6 5.3 5.2 6.2 5.3
6 5.3 5.5 11.5 7.0 1.7 4.3 4.1 5.3
7 5.5 8.2 9.2 7.0 1.4 3.4 3.8 4.2
8 5.9 9.5 11.6 6.9 1.5 2.2 3.2 5.0
9 6.7 8.0 10.3 7.8 0.6 4.4 2.6 2.8

10 9.5 6.3 9.1 10.7 0.6 1.9 1.5 3.8
All 5.6 8.1 10.4 8.0 5.6 8.1 10.4 8.0

Notr:: All deciles are decides of households and not of population.



characteristics of each individual household. For this purpose,
we have attempted multiple classification analysis (MCA), which
shows the relative importance of different variables for ex-
plaining the variance in per capita household expenditure.

One major advantage of MCA' is the facility of considering
nominal variables which have several categories, that cannot be
quantified. Of course, our analysis is limited by the fact that
the number of sample households with female heads was
relatively small. Also, our determination of appropriate cate-
gories for continuous variables was guided by the total sample
rather than the sample of female-headed households only.
Moreover in urban areas, female heads with economic

characteristics such as usual activity, occupation and industry
form a small proportion of the total and, therefore, our MCA

4The MCA assumes an additive model and the programme is "normally
insensitive to interaction effects", unless the correlation between two or
more predictors is extremely high. A key feature of the MCA technique
is its ability to show the effect of each explanatory variable on the
dependent variable both before and after the effects of all other explana.
tory variables are taken into account. (The variables are measured as
sets of classes or categories.) In the case of correlated predictors, one
could observe either an "overlap effect" (e.g., when the relationship
between the two predictors is positive and they are both positively
'related to the dependent variable) or a "suppressor effect" (e.g., when
the predictors are negatively related to each other and positively related
to the dependent variable). In the former case, two variables consi-
<lered together will explain less than the sum of the two, each considered
separately whereas in the latter case, the variables together would exp-
lain more or the variation in the dependent variable than the sum of
the two considered separately.

The rank order of the data coefficients, estimated for each predictor
variable. indicates the relative importance of the various predictors in
their explanation of the dependent variable if all other predictors were
"held constant".

The MeA technique requires portioning of even continuous variables
such as the dependency ratios, participation rates, and incidence of un-
~mployment in categories. We have attempted to demarcate the groups
10 a manner that would minimize the problem of (0) too few sample
households in a category and (b) too unequal a distribution of sample
households. Because of the bunching of households around certain
values .of these continuous variables, the latter problem is very difficult
t~ avoJd. See: ~rank M. Andrews, et aI, Multiple Classfication Analy
$IS, Second EditIon (Ann Arber: Institute for Social Research, 1973).

MCA Variables
The variables taken into account in the MCA results <:lis-

cussed here can be grouped into (0 stratification categories
(ii) characteristics of the household as a whole and (iii) cbara-
teristics of the head of the household. Some of the charac-
teristics of the household were derived by an aggregation of the
characteristics of individuals. The variables deserve a brief
discussion.

Stratification Variables
(a) Region. Our data take account of the five regions of

Gujarat and six regions in Maharashtra as demarcated by the
NSS.

(b) Sub-stratum. In the 27th Round the means of livelihood
or the major source of income of the household was used as a
stratification variable during houselisting. The data on means
of livelihood are not based on detailed queetions about income
from different sources and should, therefore, be viewed only as
approximate. Nevertheless, three rural groups or substrata
are distinguished :

(i) those for whom self.employment in non-agricultural
activity was the major source of income,

(iO rural labour households or those for whom wage or
salaried employment was the major source of income; and

(iiO others (mainly cultivators).

Househplds Characteristics
Characteristios of the household considered in our analysis

were as follows:
(u) Household size (with households having 11 or more

members grouped into one category).
(b) Child-dependency ratio (i.e., the ratio of persons aged

0-14 to persons in the working of 15-59), with households for
whom the ratio could not be defined (because of the absence of
a member in the working ages) grouped together into a separate
category.

(c) Aged-dependency ratio, (i.e., the ratio of persons aged 60
and OVer to those in working ages). A large proportion of
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sample households did not have any elderly members and they
were grouped into a separate category. Likewise, households
for whom the aged-dependency ratio could not be defined were
grouped into a separate category.

(d) Labour force participation rate for persons aged i0 and
over (in terms of person days). For each household, an attempt
was made to estimate the labour force participation rate to
take account of the fact that some persons (particularly females)
in the working ages do not actually participate in economic
activity. The rate was estimated from the time disposition data
for each day of the reference week or the week preceding the
day of interview because we also wanted to consider the cor-
responding estimate of the incidence of unemployment in each
household. The variables ranged between 0 and 1 but could
not be defiined for three households because of the absence of
necessary data.

(e) Incidence of unemployment. For each household, inci-
dence of unemployment was estimated to take account of the
fact that the labour force includes the unemployed and if a
hou~ehold suffers from a high incidence of unemployment, its
high labour force participation rate would not contribute to a
higher level of per capita income or expenditure. The variable
ranges between 1 and I, with a large proportion of households
reporting no unemployment. The variabl~ cannot be defined for
households for whom the labour force participation rate cannot
be estimated and for households having no member in the labour
force (i.e. labour force participation rate equals to zero).

(f) Per capita land. The last household level variable was per
capita land possessed by a household, estimated as owned land
plus leased-in land minus leased-out land, Le., an approximation
to household operational holding. It seems that land put to
non-agricultural us.e might also have been included in land
possessed but given the importance of land as an asset of rural
households, it was considered useful to include it among the
explanatory variables.

Characteristics of the Head of the Household
Characteristics of the head of the household considered in

the MCA include age (in five year age groups, with persons
aged ,60 and over included in one single category), educational

attainment, usual activity (on approximation to the status of
class of worker), usual occupation and usual industry.

In the course of analysis, the aged-deper:dency ratio variable
seemed to give odd result for rural Maharashtra and was drop-
ped from consideration. However, the total number of cate-
gories considered was 108 for rural Gujarat and 104 for rural
Maharashtra, considerably smaller than the number of sample
households, i.e., 341 and 551, respectively. Yet, the results
suggest a case for regrouping of some categories to reduce their
number.

Differences in the Characteristics of Male and Female Heads of
Householes
Before examining the MCA results summarized in Table 12,

let us review the highlights of the data in terms of the difference
between the characteristics of male and female heads of house-
holds.

Regional variations. In Gujarat; the proportion of female-
headed households was relatively higher in the 'northern plains'
than in other regions. In Maharashtra, the proportion of female-
headed households was markedly higher in Konkan, which
has a tradition of sex-selective out-migration (mucli of it to
Bombay), and to a lesser extent in Poona d.ivlsion. The contri-
bution of migration of males to an increase in the proportion
of female-headed households can probably be identified through
a district-level study.

Means of livelihood. The substratum in rural areas was identi-
fied on the basis of the reported means of livelihood. The
distribution of male and female heads according to their means
of livelihood shows larger differences in rural Gujarat than in
rural Maharashtra. In both, the proportion of female-headed
households reporting self-employment in non-agriculural
activities was lower than that of male-headed households. In
rural Gujarat, however, rural labour was a much more frequent
means of livelihood for female-headed households than for male-
headed households. One wonders whether outmigration of
male members of rural labour households explains this feature
or whether the limited assets of female-headed households force
them to work as hired labourers. In view of the 1961 Census
data on the proportion of female-headed households according
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to size of cultivated holding, the latter explanation appears
more likely. However, in rural Maharashtra, rural labour is
only slightly more important for male-headed households than
for female-headed households.

Dependency ratios. The size distribution of households
with male and female heads has already been discussed earlier.
But as a correlate of size as well as the age composition of
female-beaded households, a significant proportion of them
included no child and another 6 to 7 per cent of them did not
include any persons in the working ages I5-59 (so that the
dependency ratio could not be estimated for them).

Interestingly, the proportion of households without any mem-
ber aged 60 or above was also higher when the head was a
female than when a male was the head of the household. This
was particularly so in rural Maharashtra, probably because male
out-migration was an important factor contributing to the female
headship of households there.

Labour force participation. In rural Gujarat as well as
Maharashtra, the proportion of female-headed households
reporting no participation whatsoever as well as full participa-
tion in the labour force during the reference week was signifi-
cantly higher than among households with male heads. This is
not really surprising because of (0 the high proportion of the
elderly and of the single-member households among those with
female heads and also (i0 the high proportion of rural labour
households among female-headed households in rural Gujarat.
(Quite probably, the participation rates based on usual status
would also show a similar pattern.)

Incidence of unemployment. For households reporting DO

participation in the labour force, there was no question of any
unemployment. This fact is reflected in the high proportion of
female-headed households for whom the unemployment variable
could not be defined. However, even when allowance is made
for this factor, the proportion of female-headed households
reporting unemployment during the reference week was clearly
higher than the corresponding figure for male-headed house-
holds. The proportion of those una ble to find work on any day
when they had sought or were available for it was also clearly
higher among female-headed households.

Per capita land. As also suggested by the 1961 Census data

examined above, the proportion of female-headed households
with no land or nominal amount of per capita land was
markedly higher than the corresponding figure for male-headed
households.

Age and education. There was high illiteracy rate and the low
level of educational attainment among the literate female-heads
of households compared to that reported for the male-heads.
This clearly reflects the handicap that women heads experience
in terms of human capital although the age distribution of
female-heads of households is likely to explain some of this
differential. 5

Economic activities. The high proportion of casual labour and
economically not active (or outside the labour force) among
female heads of households is consistent with other characteris-
tics reviewed above. In rural Gujarat, these differences are
large enough to depress the proportions of female-heads of
households in all other usual activity categories; but the cate-
gory of self· employed farm workers shows the largest absolute
difference.6

The MeA Results
Table 12 shows the MCA results in terms of the variance and

per capita expenditure explained by a variable without and with
adjustment for other variables. These results ar~ provisional,
partly because of the inconsistency observed with respect to the
age distribution of heads of households, noted above. Further,
the interaction effects are strong, with a high degree of overlap
between the contribution of several variables to the overall
variance in per capita expenditure. Besides, the differences in
the values of several coefficients are so small that the ranks
shown in Table 12 cannot be taken too seriously. A regrouping
of the catogeries is also necessary to evaluate the stability of the
results presented here.

5For reasons yet to be identified, the age distribution of female heads of
households used here is nor consistent with that shown in Table 8. It
illustrates some of the hazards of empirical research.

6 The minor differences in the number and proportion of household heads
Outside the labour force acoerding to the usual acti\ity, industry, and
oCcupation are presumed to be dUl;: to punching/coding errors.



TABLE 12. RE')ULTS OF MULTIPLE CLASSIFICATION ANALYSIS OF MONTHLY PER CAPITA EXPENDITURE

(MPCE) OF HOUSEHOLDS WITH FEMALE-HEADS IN RURAL AREAS OF GUJARAT AND MAHARASHTRA, 1972-73

Rural Gujarat Rural Maharashtra

Variance in MPCE Explained by Variance in MPCE Explained by
the Variable the Variable

Variables Categories Without With Rank Without With Rank

(Number) adjust- adjust- adju~t- adjust-
ment for ment for ment for ment for

other other other other

factors factors factors factors

A. Stratification categories

1. Region (5/6) .013° .016° 13 .021+ .012° 9

2. Substration (3) .059 .021+ 12 .016+ .027 8

B. Household Characteristics
1. Household/size (1) .139 .121 3 .122 .083 5

2. Child dependency ratio (9) .233 .294 1 .151 .062 7

3. Aged dependency ratio (5) .0140 .068 6

4. Labour force participation Rate
.0110 JO

(Person days) (11) .075 .066 7 .058

5. Incidence of unemployment
(Person days) (5) .069 .062 8 .016++ 0.100 11

6. Per capita land (5) .140 .137 2 .120 .067 6
C. Characteristics of the Household Head

1. Age (10) .062+ .079 4 .046 .0090 12
2. Educational Attainment (5) .138 .076 5 .183 .136 3
3. Usual Activity (7) .056 .058 10 .095 .133 4
4. Usual Cccupation (10) .051+ .044++ 11 .070 .182 1
5. Usual Industry (12) .042 .059+ 9 .172 .157 2

R2 .397 .398
Interaction Effect -.704 -.421
Sample Size 341 551
Number of Variables 13 i2
Number of Categories 108 104

+Not significant at the one per cent level
+-1 Not significant at the five per cent level
°N.:>tsignificant at the ten per cent level
All other variables are significant at the one per cent level.

Note: Figures in parenthesis after each variable indicate the number of categories.



The three most important explanatory variables for rural
Gujarat are the household level characteristics of child-depen-
dency ratio of the household and per capita land and househo~d
size; age and educational attainment of the head are the r.ext III
importance, with almost identical explanatory power. . I~ rural
Maharashtra, however, th~ four individual charactcn.stlcs of
household heads, namely, usual occupation, usual Il1dust:y,
educational attainment and usual activity are important with
the latter two showing almost identical coefficients. The hous:-
hold level variables of size and per capita land are the next III
importance as explanatory variables. ., .

1t is difficult to explain why the labour force partiCipatIOn
rate and the incidence of unemployment turn out to be more
important explanatory variables in rural Gujarat than in nH~1
Mabarashtra. One should probably undertake separate analysIs
for difTerent regions and/or substrata to identify the facto~s at
work, but then the sample size turns out to be a senous
constraint.

Conclusion
To conclude this lengthy discussion, we must record here our

sense of concern both about the existing data as we~l.as about
the inadequacy of micro-studies related to actual.decIsI,on. mak-
ing in the fa:nilies and the distribution of authoflt~ wlthll1 the
households, which should be the deciding factors In the deter-
mination of the heads of the households.

We have p::>inted out the limitations of the census ~nd the
National Sample Survey data at the outset and recognize that
such large data gathering activities cannot apply elaborate tests
and checks to decide the heads of the households. Nor can they
easily collect data 011 the processes of household formatio~ and
various related as well as relevant issues. The community of
social scientists has to take greater interest and undertake re-
search studies to understand the processes of household forma-
tion which are related to life cycles of individuals. Also, equally
important are the studies of social customs and Iradi.tions,
demographic fa:tors as well as economic forces at work III the
community including the difficulties of acquiring hou~e s!t:s and
dwelling units within the limited resources that the IlldlVlduals
can command. These issues are relevant to the incidence as well

as the characteristics of male and female heads of households.
On the basis of the limited data available, we observed that

there are distinct regional variations in the incidence of female-
headed households, although the prevalent pattern in our
society, as in most societies, is the male headship. In the Indian
context, there appears a high correlation between the status of
women and the proportion of households headed by women
across region. There is need for in-depth research to study the
distinct regional patterns as well as for its implications for the
status of women in thes~ societies.

While studying the characteristics of female-headed house-
holds, it wa, observed that th~y were sm1ll in size. However,
to a great extelt this was beca'Js:: of the preponderance of
s'ngle-member household~ among those heJded by women. The
problems of single women mainta'ning households remain
unexplored. Household size of other fem1le·he1ded households
is small essentially to the extent that the male member, who
would otherwise he the head, is abse 1t. The burden of main-
taining a family for a woman head is not any less; it is, in fact,
even greater because the women would have to combine house-
hold work and earning a livelihood when her resource base is
small. Women heads have little or no literacy attainment,
possess little or no land, and the households h~aped by them
have significantly lower monthly expenditure than those with
male heads,

Finally, there is no doubt that the Indian women face several
handicaps relative to men not only in developing their potential
but also with respect to physical survival. However, we must
strive to understand whether and how far their handicaps can
be identified through a study of their incomes and/or expendi.
ture or activity pattern. The preponderance of unpaid family
work by Women and the jointness of household level produc-
tion and consumption pose serious difficulties in a precise
mapping of the true status of women. Also while. considering
the appropriate remedial policies to correct the intrahousehold
inequalities, we must evaluate their feasibility in the overall
framework of the limits of public polil) of which one kds
painful reminders in everyday life.





\\-'omen's Work and Employment belong·
iug to Special Categories (SC and ST)*

India is one of the few countries in the world which has made
conscious efforts to protect the rights of the indigenous or tribal
and socially depressed groups like Harijans through Constitu-
tional provisions, and to integrate them into the national stream
through development planning. A number of constitutional
provisions exist which enjoins the State to protect and develop
the lot of the weaker sections, especially the scheduled castes
and scheduled tribes. A number of laws have been enacted to

. achieve these objectives and investments made in the successive
Five-Year Plans and outside the Plans for their development.
The weaker grou ps, i.e., s :heduled castes and scheduled tribes
form one-fifth of the total population. That this population is
economically depressed is evident from the 32nd round of
NSSO data which indicate that 45.7 per cent of the total popu-
lation is below the poverty line while amongst these categories
of population almost 60 per cent are scheduled castes and 70
per cent are scheduled tribes.] The magnitude of the problem
of bringing this population of scheduled castes and scheduled
tribes, who are 10 crores and 5 crores respectively as per the

*SC & ST stand for Scheduled Caste and Scheduled Tribes.
IThese figure, are based on the provisional tabulation of the 32nd

round of the National Sample Survey Organisation (NSSO) on household
Consumer expenditure (July 1977 to June 1978).



1981 Census, above the poverty~line is a colossal task. Of the
total scheduled castes and scheduled tribe population, women
comprise 2.84 and 2.56 crores respectively. Both at the national
and state levels Plan programmes exist for the economic and hu-
man resource development of scheduled castes and scheduled
tribes. But women amongst them have not received any special
mention as to their needs, their problems and how to relieve

them of their hardship.
It has been taken for granted that whatever economic or wel~

fare measures have been formulated for scheduled castes and
tribes, they will automatically reach their women also. This
unfortunately does not appear to have happened. In this paper,
the problems faced by these women, the measures adequate or
otherwise adopted by the Government and how best to solve
their problems, will be discussed.

Indian women and their status in socio-economic sphere have
becn dealt by a number of scholars but very few studies are
available which have analysed the status of scheduled caste and
tribal women in any depth. These women are victims of Hindu
castc structure on the one hand, and of abject poverty on the
other. Except in rare cases, both these factors are hurdles to
their socio-economic development. The problems of scheduled
caste/tribes have been studied both by official agencies and
academic circles. However, the problems peculiar to the women
amongst them have not received sufficient official or academic
attention.

It widely believed amongst the middle class-particularly
among men-that women of the lower castes/tribes do not need
any liberation since they are not too hamstrung with middle
class morality. There is no study done yet to test this premise.
However, believing this is convenient for the upper caste men
who can exploit the scheduled castes and scheduled tribe women
with impunity. For example Jana Everelt and Mira Savara
while investigating "Bank Loans to the Poor in Bombay: Do
Women Benefit?" observed that most of the women bor-
rowers used at least some of the bank loan to repay money-
le:lders but interest rates prevented them from ever getting out
of debt, as payment only covered interest and never reduced
the principal, thus credit from a merchant or piling up debts
with a moneylender was the expectation of sexual favours.

The scheduled caste women are ~onsidered so impure that
they are not allowed to draw water from the same well or even
hand-pumps, but the phenomenon of untouchability does not
protect these women from being sexually used by upper caste
men. The "Dais" (midwives) who generally belong to the
scheduled caste may assist Brahmin women during delivery but
once the babies are delivered, they are not to be allowed to hold
the baby. Scheduled caste women are seldom treated any better
by their own men. They are constantly beaten by their hus-
bands who invariably direct their own frustrations towards
their wives both in sober and drunken state. Even otherwise
scheduled caste women can seldom keep their earnings to them~
selves, they must surrender their paltry earnings to men or else
get thrashed by their husbands/brothers/sons.

For the scheduled caste women the drudgery begins even be~
fore they have even lost their milk teeth. It is they who are
entrusted to look after their younger siblings, start working as
child workers when they are 7 to 8 years old and continue to do
so in addition to their burden of m'lrriage, child birth, child
rearing, cooking, cleaning and other chores for the family. The
scheduled caste women are the victims of the practice of
untouchability and all types of indignity attached to it. It is
these women, who have the degrading job of cleaning dry latri-
ll2S and carrying night-soil as head-loads. This practice still
continues in many parts of the country. In any land dispute in
the rural areas, anti-Harijan feelings often result in scheduled
caste women being raped or burnt alive as and when the
upper caste lll;enwant. The state of UP recorded 122 cases of
rape of scheduled caste women amounting to 29 per cent of all
such cases in that year. U.P., Madhya Pradesh and Bihar together
accoullted for over 70 per cent of such cases in the year 1979.2

In some tribal societies, however, tribal women have a slight-
ly better status than scheduled castes since they have at least
the right to select their husbands as well as divorce them and in
matriarchal societies it is the women who are owners of pro-
perty. However, tribal customs or the way tribal women dress,
has given rise to the mythology that these women are of easy

2Annual Report on the Protection of Civil Rights Act, 1955, for the
years 1981-82, Ministry of Home Affairs.



virtue and can be treated as such. It seldom occurs to the non-
tribal men that often the tribal women who willingly or unwill-
ingly co-habit with non-tribals, pay the price in their own
society by total ostracion or are beaten by the villagers. The
tribal women are very often victims of their own innocence and
lack of inhibitions, due to which they. are exploited by non-
tribal men and often are sold into prostitution in urban areas.

In many a tribal society in India women are still purchased
and sold, e.g., among the Somangas where polygamy is a status
symbol and more the number of wives the man purchases, the
higher is his prestige. This also happens in some of the Naga
tribes. Among the Oraons or Feangs the women have inferior
position and marriage is by parental choice. These women do
not have the right to inherit property as stated by R. Dhan. In
the matriarchal tribal societies where women's position has been
higher the impact of modernisation has started to erode this
status. 3

Among such polyandrous tribe as Todas the position of
women happens to be so low that when a women meets a
Toda male on her way, irrespective of age she has to bend
down to him and take his foot in her hand and touch it to her
head. Although a Toda woman marries the elder brother in a
simple ceremony, all his brothers and cousins as well, become
her husbands. Not long ago, the Jaunsaris of Uttarakhand also
practised polyandrous type of marriage. All those examples go
to show that notwithstanding the tribal customs the position of
women is lo.wand they are not gaining in status by adopting
non-tribal customs.

One of the problems of improving the lot of these women is
that they are practically unaware of the programmes which
exist to help them. Their understanding of the changes that
are going around them are at best rudimentary. Being illiterate
and steeped in tradition they seldom want to or dare make a
move to change their own conditions. Even if these women
have access to cinemas or TVs in the urban areas such media
do not motivate in changing their views. They will need differ-
ent techniques for creating an awareness in them of their own

3B. K. Roy Burman, Changes in the Institutioll of Fall/ily Among the
Tribes of North East India-'Problems of Codification of Customary Laws.

p~ight a~d made to understand that there are ways of impro-
Vlllg then lot.

Coming to work and employment data of these women apart
f~om the total female po~ulation figures of the SCjST, occupa-
~lOnal break-.up for worklllg population and literacy rates, there
~snot much mformation on other aspects like their per capita
mcome, ownership of land and other assets their contribution
to the family income, etc. Whatever data 'is available in the
Census Reports are note helpful in gauging the economic status
of these. women in their own society as well as in the general
populatIOn.

The Census of 1981 shows that of broad category of occu-
pation of main workers is the following:

SC
M F

32.17 12.12
41.75 68.00
26.13 15.88

ST
M F

59.60 43.36
2607 46.16
14.33 9.98

Cultivators
Agri. Labourers
Other Workers

M F

43.77 33.03
19.77 45.57
36.46 21.40

Among the cultivators a highp roportion of women are not
counted who contribute to production but are recorded as
housewi.~es The proportion of SC and ST women among
the agficultur~1 labourers cateEory, is much higher than
the general population and higher also to male agricultural
labourers amongst SC and ST males.

The 1981Ce~sus (Primary Census SC/ST Part II B:(ii) and (iii»
figures for cultivators and agricultural labourers is an indication
of the econo~ic status of w.omen among SC and ST. The per-
ce:lt.age for tnbal women IS slightly better, i.e., 43.86 per cent
cultIvators and 46 per cent agricultural labourers as compared
~oI6:1 per cent ~lid 68 per cent for scheduled castes, in the total
sli rkl~g populatIOn of these categories. There appears to be

ght Improvement in these figures from the 1971 Census which
were for ST women 43 percent cultivators and 49 per cent agri-
eu turallabourers. A similar improvement is also noticed for



SC women as the 1971 figures were 14 per cent cultivators and
72 per cent agricultural labourers. Explanation for the change
in percentage in 1981 Census may be due either because women
were withdrawn from agricultural labour or else they became
beneficiaries of surplus land. However, this needs investigation.
In other occupations other than agriculture-based, i.e., in
household industry, manufacturing, processing, etc., while
percentage of SC males and females are more or less 3.20 per
cent and 3.63 percent. Among tribals the per centages show 1.26
per cent and 1.75 per cent.

These figures are self. explanatory. All the back-breaking
work in agriculture like we~ding, hoeing, transplanting, harvest-
ing, winnowing, etc., are done by women while men engaged
in preparing the land and working of systems to irrigate it. In
fact the amount of labour which these women put in, in agri-
culture is as much if not more t.han the men. This, however,
dues not entitle them for equal wages whether in cash or in
kind. On top of this, the system of providing free domestic
labour to landlords by these womea is seldom counted in the
wages. Therefore, their share of input in agricultural field can·
not be computed correctly.

A study by K. Chakravarty and G.C. Tiwari in Bihar, West
Bengal and Tamil Nadu villages show that, though women
agricultural labourers contributed substantially to the family
income, they exercised no control over their earnings. Also, the
extent of unpaid female employment was substantial and in this
group SC/ST and OBCs were in majority. Further. without ex-
ception, women earned at least 25 to 50 paise less and while men
had on an average 120 days of employment women had 80 days.

Various studies show that women, many of whom are SC/ST
perform some of the most vital and arduous jobs in rice culti-
vation under difficult climatic conditions. Further, landlords
discriminate in payments and men are often paid more than
women for doing exactly the same kinds of tasks.

Apart from agricultural labour, the next important occupa-
tion is animal husbandry. The participation of both men and
womer. belonging to Scheduled Castes and Tribes is almost
equal percentagewise as per the 1971 Census. The 1981 CensUs
does not separately enumerate this category. However, what such
figures do not show are actual quantum of work put in by Inen

and women. In tending cattle for example it is the women who
go forraging for grass, caring for animals, collection of cowdung,
preparation of cowdung cakes for fuel, milking animals, carry-
ing milk to the market, etc. It is not that men are not engaged
in these activities but it is often that women are required to do
this job while men go to the fields for ploughing, etc. Similarly,
in poultry-keeping women take a more active part. However,
it is unlikely that income accruing from such activity is avai-
lable to the women at their disposal unless tbey bappen to be
widows and heading the families. In case of household indus-
tries such as basket-making and mat-weaving, making leaf-
plates (pattals) or wea1'ing cloth, as the tribals of North-east
do, women take it up as a subsidiary or primary occupation
but sell their produce often at national price to the middlemen
and the income they get goes for family maintenance.

In the tribal areas it is mostly the women who go to the
forests for collection of minor forest produce and carry them
to the "Hats" for selling. The Report on Tribal Labour (1969)
which specially studied Bihar tribals states: "Whereas propor-
tion of female workers per 1000 of total population is only 271
in case of total population in Bihar, that in case of scheduled
tribes is 560. The tribal women, it appears, are not only free
from the various inhibitions regarding the employment of female
workers but find it necessary to work on account of acute
poverty." The same Report states that, "tribal women were
emplo~ed as forest labour in both exploitation of forest
wealth and afforestation operations." Such forest labour is
often migratory and the women form 30 per cent of such labour.
Their wages ranged from Rs 1.50 (for unskilled work) to Rs 4
(for skilled work) per head per day. They got cash wages and
often were allowed to collect firewood, fruits and flowers, tendu
leaves, tubers, honey, gum, herbs, etc. Although types of ex-
ploitation have not been mentioned, the Report had recomended
that "steps should be taken for the protection of female forest
labour. Only women who are accompanied by their male hus-
bands or parents should b~ given work." This clearly implies
sexual harassment of these women by contractors and forest
guards.

In the tobacco industry women are as high as 33'89 per cent
and mostly these women are employed in bidi rolling (Dan-



dekar). Bidi making industry employs a large number of
women. The work may involve bidi rolling at home or tobacco
pounding in large godowns. A large number ofSCjST women get
employment in this industry but they are either cheated on
rolled bundles of bidis or if working in unhealthy conditions in
godowns have to reckon with ill bealth due to tobacco dust and
insecticide as well as sexual harassment by the boss.

In the organised industries although women participation
was 9.43 per cent separate figures for SCjSTs are not available.
In mines and plantations, however, one may assume their consi-
derable participation as these are mostly manual work and
rural based.

For tea plantations in the north and north-east regions, labour
was recruited from the tribal population of Bihar, Madhya
Pradesh, Orissa and West Bengal. These tribals took their families
and in due course women came to be employed in the tea estates
because of their skilful fingers in plucking leaves. In 1956
employment of women workers represented 43.33 per cent of
total permanent labour force according to an estimate of rndian
Tea Association among its membership. According to the
Labour Bureau's Report 1974-75 on Plantations, industries in its
first survey, the women labour in tea plantation were 51.3 per
cent which came down to 49.9 per cent in the second survey and
later it was 49..1 per cent. Coffee and rubber plantations also
employ considerable women labour although it is not known
how many of these are tribal or scheeuled caste women.

Survey results of Labour Bureau show that average mini-
mum wage rates of women were less than men in coffee and tea
plantations as per Table 2:

Coffee
Tea

3.53
2.85

4.29
6.33

4,20
3.14

3.57
7.14

Though the average minimum daily wage rate of women in
plantations was lower than male, average maximum wage rate
for them was higher than men at least in the tea industry.

According to Dandekar's study an integration of women in
economic development (Economic and Political Weekly, Vol.
XVII, No. 44, 30 Oct. 1982), women's participation in indus-
try and quarry.ing ot~er than coal and petroleum is 27.07 per
cent and the high ratio of women is mainly on account of stone
quarrying. One may infer that out of this the percentage SCjST
women would be again very high. One-fifth of the labour force
in the coal-mines comprise women. Towards the end of nine-
teenth century tribal workers found employment in coal mines
and their women were employed for bead-load wor k. In early
days before women were prohibited to work underground,
women worked with their men. 1919, 28 per cent of the labour
force was of women. However by 1939 they were allowed to
work on surface only.

In the jute industry, the labour force is drawn from tbe
landless, agriculturists from West Bengal, Uttar Pradesh,
~adbya Pradesh, Orissa, Andhra Pradesh and Bihar. As majo-
nty of land'ess agriculturists are from the scheduled castes and
scheduled tribes, one may presume workers in the jute industry
also ar.e from am~ng~t these categories. They work in batching,
prepanng warp-wllldmg and band or sack-sawing departments
all back-breaking manual work.

Among the unorganised sectors, construction industry absorbs
a significant number of women. The percentage of SCjST
women (1971 Census) to the total number of female workers in
this sector. In the 1981 Census separate figures for this category
of workers has 110t been enumerated. The 1971 figures are:

General Popu-
lation

Men Women
3.57% 2.88 %

Scheduled
Castes

Men Women
5.84% 4.32 %

Scheduled
Tribes

Men Women
1.92 % 5.06%

Women in this industry are employed in specific jobs only
and ~ir:ce wages are lower for them and women are generally
~ubmlsslve, employers are willing to employ them. Though the
Industry does 110t guarantee permanent work, thousaods of
~o.m:n have contributed towards major projects like dams,

UJldIngs, roads and other construction work. The labour for



this industry is generally migratory, although casual local labour
is also used. The contract labour is attached to the contractor
and move as p~r requirement while casuals are required locally
and their jobs terminated with the completion of a project. A
study done on women construction workers by K. Murli
Manohar, V. Shobha and B. Janardhan Rao in Warangal,
showed that, among women labour in construction industry
only 2 per cent were from the upper caste. Of the rest, 46 per
cent were scheduled castes, 21 per cent tribals and 31 per cent
from backward castes. Their wages are lower than men and
hardly any contractor observes the labour laws to provide such
amenities as drinking water, creches, medical aid, etc., for these
women.

Modern industries have lesser proportion of women workers.
Food manufacturer has 19.77 per cent and textile 20.45 per cent.
In pharmaceutical, telephone and other industries which employ
a large number of women workers, it is not known if SCjST
women are employed at all. Even if these industries do employ
these women their number is likely to be negligible since most
of the SC/ST women are in the rural area and also because they
lack minimum educational qualifications to get employment.
There is no data at all as to the number of scheduled castel
tribal women who are working in factories in various industries
in urban areas.

There are two essential health service workers amongst the
scheduled castes-the sweepers or scavengers and the tradi-
tional "dais". The plight of the Harijan scavenger women who
belong to the lowest caste amongst the untouchable groups,
is far worse than those who are among the landless agricultural
labour or construction workers. The Report of the Working
Group on the Development of Scheduled Castes 1980.854 states:

In the urban areas enlightenment and education has nearly
eliminated the overt forms of social discrimination. Yet in
the cities the number of those engaged in the unclean occu-
pations like scavenging to dry latrines has substantially in-
creased. Most of those actually ~engaged in this work are

women and children adding another dimension to this picture
of human misery.

The services of scavengers and sweepers are mostly required
in urban and semi-urban areas. The total population involved
in scavenging is 6.5 lakhs of which women form a little less
than half. As workers they are not separately enumerated but
at a rough estimate there are 1.3 lakh sweepers and scavenging
families. Among these families each member, both male and
female is employed, from the age of 6 and above. However,
there is a distinct division of labour under which men are
usually employed by municipalities to clean streets and clear
garbage dumps partly by mechanical means or in hand-pulled
or animal drawn carriages; while women and children
are actually engaged in cleaning dry latrines manually and
carry human and kitchen refuse as head-loads. To their lot
has fallen not only the most degarding of jobs but also the most
unhygienic. These women apart from being engaged in this
obnoxious occupation have repeated child-births which naturally
take a tool of their health. But they, themselves, are averse
to family planning because the larger the number of children
the more the hands to add to the family income and also
assist them in their work. Their men often drink and gamble
away their wages and belabour their wives if sufficient food is
not there for them at the end of the day. Women and children
often make do with stale food given by the housewies they serve.
In many parts of India it is their customary right or 'Jajmans'
to clean certain number of houses and be given some leftover
food.

Karlekar in her study of sweeper women of Delhi states:
"In addition to cleaning the privies of high caste families the
Bhangi women also cleaned the village drains and cess pools
once or twice a week." Often, among families where women
Werepermitted to go to the fields. they were nonetheless "glad
to pay a couple of unleavened cakes weekly to spare themselves
the need of getting their hands into the slime of the drain" in
their homes. She also observed, "Rural-urban migration had
started and a number of Balmikis were moving to the cities in
~earch of jobs In the 1971 Census there were 107,680 Ba1mikis
In Delhi of whom 59,434 were men and 48,246 were women."



By 1930 the male sweepers movement out of the scavenging
profession had started. "Some Bhangi men had become night
watchmen and messengers for their jajmans. Others had left
for the cities to work for Europeans while their wives, mothers
and widowed sisters stay home to retain their jajmans. This
trend has not been reserved. Women tend to remain scavengers
while their menfolk rrove out into less defiling kinds of employ-
ment." Further "While ffi-ale Balmikis still dominate the
profession, the official felt that it was significant that an increas-
ing number were being attracted to jobs in shops, commercial
establishments and factories. This was rarely the case with
women."GThese women were dissatisfied with their jobs, but none
of them evinced much hope for a movement out of the caste-
based occupation.

Modernising the sanitation system throughout India is still a
couple of decades away. However, as cities and towns gradually
convert dry latrines into water borne ones, these women will be
directly affected. Although thanks to Hindus' sensitivity regard-
ing untouchability, these women are still required to clean even
flush toilets and carry out household refuse. However, with
modernisation, their wages decrease if they are not thrown out
of employment altogether without any alternative employment
in sight. Malavika Karlekar has observed:

Today, sweepers in northern India are substantially affected
by the urban process. The majoril y of both men and women
are employed in traditional jobs, though men are increasingly
looking for opportunities away from the defiling caste occu-
pation. The introduction of the flush system has made the
job less time-consuming and unciean~ yet the stigma of
pollution due to the handling of waste matter remains.

The traditional 'Dais' or mid-wives often belong to the
scheduled castes as stated earlier and attend to the actual
delivery. This most essential of service is paid in cash or kind.
In the urban areas the traditional 'Dais' have almost lost their
vocation since deliveries take place in hospitals but in rural
areas their services are still needed and there are efforts at giving
them some training on hygiene, etc., and provide them with
proper kits.
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.Th~ other degrading and humiliating profession namely pro-
stitutIOn, engages large number of SC/ST women, who because
of poverty are often sold to the white slave trade by their own
families or enticed away by procedures. There is no study in
this area of social problem as to what percentage of prostitutes
are from the scheduled castes and scheduled tribes.

Coming to educational levels, available statistics on these
women are as follows:

Scheduled Castes
Male Female Total

Sch?duled Tribes
Male female Total

Population '81 Census
(in lakhs)

Literacy rate '81
Census incr. 0-4
age group

Enrolment ratio' gO-'81
primary stage
(classes I to V)

542 505 1047
31.12 10.93 21.38

(47.7) (24.88) (36.2)

7.60 256 516
24.52 8.04 18.35

109.2 61.4 86.0
(99.0) (66.2) (83.1)

The female literacy rate of scheduled castes/tribes continued to
be :niserably low as compared to the general fe:llale literacy rate
which was 24.88 per cent in 1981. The scheduled caste female
literacy rate was lowest in Bihar 2.51 per cent, followed by
Rajasthan 2.69 per cent, D.P. 3.90 per cent and M.P. 6.87
~er cent. Among the tribal women, the lowest literacy rates are
tor the states of Rajasthan 1.20 per cent, Andhra Pradesh 3.46
per cent, Madhya Pradesh 3.60 per cent, Orissa 4.76 per cent
and West Bengal "5.01 p;;r cent. In the north-eastern region
ho'v 1" '\ ever, Iteracy rates of tnbal women are as high as 55 per
~nt, among Mizo 42,9 per cent, Lakshadweep 32.9 per cent,
Magalaud and Manipur 30, per cent and 28.9 per cent in
1; eghalaya. Andaman and Nlcobar Islands show a female tribal
d~racy rate of 23 per cent where the 1110st primitive tribes

t ·bell. However, the figure perhaps refers to only Nicobarese
n e.

While in Assam, difference in scheduled caste and scheduled



tribe literacy rate is not much, GlIjarat, Kerala, Himachal Pra:esh
and Goa show a very low literacy rate among scheduled tribe
women as compared to the scheduled caste women. In Assam, the
literacy rate for scheduled caste women is 15.74 per cent and
s-::heduledtribe women 17.16 per cent. While in Gujarat female
literacy rates are 14.95 per cent for scheduled castes and 6.15 per
c~nt for scheduled tribes, in Arulllchal Pradesh it is 18.0Iper cent
for scheduled castes and 1.70 per cent for ~c~eduled tribes. The
figures for Haryana, Jammu & Kashmir,Punjab,Crandigarh on
the one hand andDadra and Nagar Haveli, Mizoram, Nagaland,
ontheotherhandarenot comparable since there are no scheduled
tribes in the former groups of states and no scheduled castes in
the latter two UTs and one state. On the enrolment ratio,
enrolment of girls of scheduled castes/tribes in C1ass~sI to V is
much lower than the boys of these communities. While at the
Middle School ratio plunges further down as compared to their
male peers in these communities. At High School level scheduled
caste girls enrolment is 1.4 per cent and at graduate level it is only
0.40 per cent. The percentage of tribal enrolment for girls at High
School and Graduate level are 0.48 per cent and 0.13 per cent
only. The wastage rates for girls of these communities has not
been worked out. These figures are an eloquent indication of
their educational status notwithstanding a handful of women
politicians or a few women holding white coller jobs.

According to tbe Ministry of Education publication "Progress
of Education of Scheduled Caste/Scheduled Tribe 1978-79", out
of total of 138 lakh scheduled caste students senrolled in all edu-
cational institutes the scheduled caste girls were only 44 lakhs.
Similarly among total scheduled tribe students enrolled in all
educational institutes 51.251akhs, the tribal girls were 16 lakbs.
Thus scheduled caste/scheduled tribe girls in tbe educational insti-
tutes were only 32 to 31 per cent respectively. In absolute figures
a comparison in increase in enrolment from 1977-78 to 1978-79
show tbat while for scheduled caste/scheduled tribe boys there
was an increase of 8 lakhs and 2 lakhs respectively, correspon-
ding figures for girls was only 5 lakhs and 1 lakh respectively,

There are a number of plan schemes for educational develoP-
ment of scheduled caste and scheduled tribe women like, scholar-
ships, stipends, uniform, books, stationery, hostel facilities, etc.,
but tbe major problem is that girls of these communities have

often to terminate their education at lower primary or primary
level, because they are required at home to assist their mothers
i~ their chores, also because generally far less importance is
given to the education of girls. Some states have started to
provide cash compensation to parents to ensure that girls are
sent to school.

.The above indicates the type of work scheduled castes and
tn~al women are employed in, their economic, educational and
SOCialstatus. One would expect that all these factors would have
been taken care of while framing the plan policy for the develop-
ment of scheduled castes and scheduled tribes and exclusive
programmes framed for their women. A scrutiny of the Five-
Year Plans documents would show that except for a few welfare
sche~es for all women under Social Welfare Sector, there are no
speCIficschemes which fulfil the economic necessities of women
and ~otbi~g at all for these special category women. For the
first time ill the history of Indian planning a separate chapter
on women has been included in the Sixth Plan document. This
lays down certain policy guidelines for the development of
women but does not mention specific programmes. The only
programmes for women in general are; Integrated Child
D;velopment Scheme (rCDS), Functional Literacy for Adult
'" omen, Condensed Courses for Adult Women, Socio-Economic
P~ograrnmes; Ro;tels for Working Women, Creches for Children
~ Working Mothers and Social Defence Schemes. For the sche-

uled caste and scheduled tribe women there is one hostel scheme
to encourage them to continue their education. The scheduled
c,asteand scheduled tribe girls are given higher rates (an addi-
tIonal Rs 10 pe h I h') ,i' r ~e 0 ars Ip of post-matnc scholarship as an
ncentl~e to contll1ue their higher education.

COUltng to PI I' .
t
an po ICles, the Plan framework document

sates "p t ', as ~xpenence has shown that by lumping the very
P?~r ~long With the relatively better off sections of the commu-
nities ill dev I .
m

e opment proJects, the percolation of benefit to the
ost del" d 'ob .nv~ sectIOns of the community is hampered." This
servatlOn ISn t Imo 0 on y true of scheduled castes and tribes but
re so of the'the ' Ir women who are the most deprived section of
COmmulllty.

To reach the d'single . poor Hectly through development plans the
most Import t 'an programme formulated in the Sixth Plan



period is the Integrated Rural Development Programme The
laudable objective of this programme is to enable the poorest
families to acquire productive assets, technology and skills as
would make their economic activities viable, support for social
services like health, education and housing, to link these with
applied nutrition, compulsory education, adult education, family
welfare, children and women's welfare, The household centered
poverty-alleviation strategy wilJ thus come to consist of steps
not only for the economic emancipation of the family but also
equcation of child health and welfare of the vulnerable members,
adoption of smalJ family worm, etc. There has been no assess-
ment of the impact of these programmes on the condition of
rural women. However, among these schemes there are none
which exclusively cater to the specific needs of women of the
scheduled castes and scheduled tribes.

Under the Special Sector in the Sixth Plan Document,
Chapter 26 on the development of the backward classes (which
include SC/ST and OBCs) delineates two specific recommen·
dations among the objectives and strategy for the Sixth Plan
for these people.

(i) The main thrust of the policy thus for development of SC/
SIs during the Sixth Plan is fourfold, namely, (a) integration
of s~rvices at the delivery point to the beneficiary with a
view to develop self-reliance in him, (b) development of
services from the bottom-upwards instead to top-down-
wards, (c) development of skills of diversify the occupa-
tions, specially in the case of scheduled caste, and
Cd) introduction of latest technology based on local
materials and local skills to reduce drudgery of workers
and also to remove the social stigma attached to their
present profession.

(ii) A creche, processing centre of kitchen run by women,
health centre, adult education, health and nutrition,
education, etc., would be integrtaed with these pro-
grammes. The community facilities an<;i assets like the
water supply sources, community centres, street.lighting,
other M.N.P., etc., would preferably be located in the
colonies inhabited by the scheduled castes and other back-
ward classes. A study of Aanganwadis in the ICDS projects,

which are modified version of the Balwadis, for pre-schoof
education for the age-group of 3-6 years, located in the
predominantly scheduled caste/scheduled tribe areas has
shown benefits accruing to )he children belonging to those
communities. But, by and large, it has been observed that
Balwadis seldom reach the most backward. The style and
pattern of Balwadis may have to be changed to provide
simple management through village women and attaching
them, if possible, to the schools so that the girls who have
to attend to their younger brothers and children could
attend the school while looking after them in the creche-
cum-balwadis attached to the school. In order to support
a massive nutrition programme each family may be requi-
red to bring a handful of uncooked food for each child
and some elderly women from the village may look after
the provision of nutrition.

Although no specific programmes are envisaged for the
women of scheduled castes and scheduled tribes but nevertheless
the social services programmes and basic amenities to be pro-
vided are focused on these women. No definite assessment of
the impact of these programmes on the women from the
scheduled castes/tribes have been done so far, but taking only
one item, namely accelerated rural drinking water supply, it
can be categorically stated that many of Harijan bastis and tribal
hamlets are stil1without potable drinking water supply within
a reasonable distance. So far as Harijans are concerned, in spite
of piped water supply in villages, because of the practice of
untouchability they generally have no access to it and have
to go far to fetch water or make do with whatever wells they
have in their own bastis. The tribal hamlets most often do not
qualify for the programme because density of their population,
in their villages is less than the national norms.

It is usually as a group or as a family that development
schemes are being formulated. Even under tbe Integrated Rural
Development which is beneficiary-oriented programme, infor-
mation is not available as to how many women of the scheduled
caste and scheduled tribe got assistance. It is seldom that
development programmes are formulated with any imagination
and innovation for the scheduled caste/tribe women.



Since institutional finance has been given much emphasis
for rural development programmes and programmes for urban
poor, loans from banks are crucial for income generating viable
schemes. A study by Everett and Svara showed that it was very
difficult to determine conclusively whether bank loans lead to
increased incomes among self-employed poor women, let alone
to tell whether any increases are tramlated into improvements
in women's and material welfare. A few Indian studies on this
subject indicate that there are small increases in income, but
most of the borrowers r~main below the poverty line. They
further found that the relationship between the banks and the
borrowers from the weaker sections was usually indirect,
arranged by an intermediary. This seemed to be the case more
often for women than for men. Women more often turned to
someone they knew and trusted, someone from their community
who could help them get a loan.

The findings of the Programme Evaluation Organisation of the
Planning Commission on Antyodaya programme5 highlights
how Plan programmes often do not reach women and the
weakest among the population. An evaluation study was done
of the Antyodaya Programme of 6 States, namely, Bihar,
Himachal Pradesh, Manipur, Orissa, Rajasthan and D.P.,
consisting of 29 districts, 57 blocks, 137 villages and 674 selected
beneficiaries. The study shows that out of the total number of
beneficiaries of the most poor from the bottom rung, 45 per cent
were scheduled castes, 15 per cent scheduled tribes and 40 per
cent other poor families. However, distribution among the
beneficiaries, sex-wise shows that against the total number of
beneficiaries only 14 per cent were women and the rest men.
Tables 1 and 2 illustrate the statewise figures.

Interestingly, in the States of D.P. and Bihar conservatism in
the society is reflected in the number of female beneficiaries
which were only 3 and 5 respectively out of91 and 137 total
beneficiaries. As a contrast, of 9 beneficiaries in Manipur, 6 were
women and 3 men. However, the selection of beneficiaries in
Manipur was done mostly for the age-group of 55 years and
above and not capable of any economic activity, and handi-

5Evaluation Report on Antpdaya Programme (1971-81)by Plannin
Commission, 1982.
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TABLE 1

iTotal No. of Families SC ST Others
Selected for Investigation

Bihar 91 35 11 45
Himachal Pradesh 112 64 4 44
Manipur 9 9
Orissa 107 31 45 31
_Rajasthan 2J8 ]01 31 86
-,V.P. 137 71 6 60

674 302 106 266
(45%) (15%) (40%)

TABLE 2

Total No. of Beneficiaries Male Female
------
,Bihar 91 88 3
:Himachal Pradesh 112 71 41
'Manipur 9 3 6
'Orissa 107 96 11
Rajasthan 218 ]90 28
V.P. 137 132 5

674 580 49
(86%) ([4%)

capped persons. Also, the Government gave only cash grants
ranging from Rs. 600 to Rs 2,000 while in other States both
subsidy and loan schemes were given to male and female benefi-
ciaries for getting income out of the schemes.

The PED study, however, is silent over such small number of
women beneficiaries (i.e., 14 per cent), under the scheme as well
as to the type of schemes given to such beneficiaries. This has
bappened perhaps because under the terms of reference there
is no mention of women beneficiaries at all. This may not be
intentional and since economic programmes are not specifically
"focussed towards women it is taken for granted that if men are
assisted the benefits will automatically flow to women.

Most of the beneficiary-oriented schemes are formuluted with-
out taking into consideration the special handicaps these women
have. For example while educational incentives like scholar-
ships, stipends, books, uniforms, stationery, etc., are given to



both boys and girls of these communities, the parents often
hold back the girls from going to school as they are requir~
at home to attend to the smaller children and attend to their
household chores. Therefore, in spite of educational il1centives~
the drop-out rates. amongst girls are higher at every educa ....
tional level. To check this at the very beginning of schooling,
attaching a creche with primary schools could have been
thought of where girls could keep an eye on the smaller siblings
as well as attend to their classes. Discrimination against women
takes place intentionally sometimes because of women them-
selves. Under nutrition programmes which provide supple-
mentary food to pregnant and lactating women as well as
children, it often happens that instead of supp~ementing
the food at home, food given to ICDS centres becomes the
women's only meal whlle her legitimate share goes to the men
in the family. Or when milk is distrib:J.ted the daughters are
denied milk and sons are given their share.

The very development programmes for poorer people often
add to the problems of women of these communitie as has.
been observed in the article, "Women's Drudgery in Firewood
Collection" (By D. Nagbrahman and Shreekant Sambrani,
E.P.W., Vol. XVIII, nos. 1 and 2, 1-8 Jan. 1983). Thus:

The typical small rural household is subject to two diverse
pulls. On the one hand, due to the sheer growth in numbers.
of peoples and animals to be supported by the same scarce-
resources of land and water, the availability of essentials of
life has been reduced.
On the other hand, the very developmental process which
causes a modicum of progress that is visible, also causes, in
its wake, the emergence of forces which adversely affect the
smaller household~. For example, material and resources once
considered useless and available in plenty have found alter-
native uses as a result of the developmental process and are
no longer available to the poorer segment of the population
free of cost.
Similarly, animal husbandry in the rural areas may be consi-
dered extremely desirable from the point of view of augmen-
ting meagre income. As a result of the necessity to feed the
animals, however, crop residue is no longer easily available

for fuel purposes. Once. again, those who derived some use
out of its free supply are the sufferers.
The women of a poorer household who is responsible for
continuously providing the family's fuel requirements is now
squeezed between these two interacting processes with the
diminishing food supplies for her family as well as herself,
she must now undertake a much more arduous job to fend
for the family.

In the foregoing account an effort has been made to delineate
the problems of scheduled caste and scheduledltribe women, their
statu.s .in the family and society in general, Plan policy and the
prOVISIOnsfor them in the Five-Year Plans and lastly, some idea
as to the impact of the developmental process on their lives.
One is thus forced to conclude that although there has been no
intention to ignore their problems, but there also has not been
any conscious effort to acknowledge the fact that the scheduled
caste!tribe women have specific problems and these require a
solutIOn. Such being the case it is necessary to-

(a) conduct in-depth studies on various aspects of the lives of
these women by various agencies; and

(b) to suggest remedial programmes to be taken up in the next
Plan.

Some of the schemes which need urgent attention in this
context are under Minimum Needs Programme which provide
some of the basic amenities to people and which will give direct
relief to their drudgery like drinking water supply within easy
reach, supply of fuel made easy, health care within each reach
and Bal.wadi-cum-creches near their habitation. For providin~
the~ .wIth econo.mic relief, by ensuring equal wages for work,
aSSIsting them 111 self·employment schemes, giving credit for
s~nal1schemes like kitchen gardens, handicrafts, marketing facili-
ties for sale of minor forest or vegetable produce, etc. As schedu-
led caste/scheduled tribe women of subsistence economy usually
not only lack time but also organisational skills, special efforts
wO~ldbe required to train them. Voluntary organisations should
actively get involved in organising these women in such move-
ments as SEWA in urban areas and try to set up cooperatives



·of rural scheduled caste/tribe women who are mostly agricul-
tural labourers. The articulate among these women who have a
'Potential for leadership should be selected to discuss their com-
mon problems with other women and become the mouthpiece to
voice their grievances and lay their demands. This appears
:absolutely necessary if these women have to be brought out of
their shackles.

The scheduled caste/scheduled tribe Financial Development
Corporations could prepare special schemes to assist these
women with margin money and help them obtain loans from
institutional finance. On the educational side non-formal educa-
tion should be brought near their habitation and encourage
them to discuss their problems with local administrative person-
nel, give them information on their rights along with health-
-care and nutrition and how to protect themselves from exploita-
tion.

I.ast but not the least, it is essential that the lot of the schedu-
led caste women in degrading jobs like scavenging is radically
changed by providing them with alternative economic schemes
under self-employment or wage employment.
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this has not been reflected operationally in the Sixth Plan as it
finally emerged. At both Central and State levels, schemes and
pro~r.ammes for women continue to be in the nature of marginal
addltl?l1s to a basic plan rather than an integral part of the
plan?lDg proc~s.s, .The immensely relevant task of providing
specially for uttlisallon of the productive capabilities of women
through a.ppr.opriate job-categorisation, choice of technology
~nd orgamsatlOnal patterns has remained largely undone. And
m consequence the broad awareness and appreciation of the need
to ~ake .cognisance of women's interests in overall planning
~ctlvely IS not reflected in the guidelines and administrative
mstructions issued for plan-implementation .
. With this bdckground in mind and using the criteria of rela-

tl~e .development and bunching of schemes in operation, two
dlstncts-Dakshina Kannada and Gulbarga-were chosen for
study,. According to the development index used by the State's
Plannmg Department, Dakshina Kannada is ranked second and
Gulbarga nineteenth, among the 19 districts consLtuting the
State. B.ased on. the situational factors, data availability,
schemes In operatIOn and special characteristics of different sub-
areas taluk in the two districts, 12 villages which formed 11 per
cent of the total villages in Udupi Taluk and 7 per cent in GIlI-
barga Taluk were chosen.

Both th~se taluks offered reasonable facilities for field study,
were suffiCiently far from metropolitan centres, included pockets
of scheduled t~ibes and according to official sources had enough
women and chJId benefit shemes in operation. A stratified random
sample of 606 households or 10 per cent of total households in
the viilages in Udupi taluk was studied. Households were
stratified on the basis of assets and the sample was drawn on a
random basis from each stratum. In Gulbarga, a purposive
sample of 427 households which constituted about 12.5 per cent
of the total households in the selected villages was studied. The
beneficiary households were selected purposively from the list of
households covered by schemes and constituted approximately
half of the sample. About an equal llumber was chosen from
non-beneficiary households on a random basis.
d Since the blocks were speci.all~ sel.ected on the basis of their

evelopment level, the quantitative Information for the sample

Women in Employment: A Micro
Study in Karnatakal

In all of our Plans women have been viewed principally as
wives and mothers with certain specific requirements as consu-
mers. As regards productive employment, their role has been
cO:lceived mostly as providing unrequired labour on family farms,
or casual or part time labour in local works or traditional home
industries. Specific plan allocations for the benefit of women
have consequently been for maternity benefits, general education,
Mahila and Youvathi Mandals, part-time employment in the
slack seasor. for agriculture, etc. They have, in other words,
been no more than a thin garnish on the loaf.

Biological, cultural or economic reasons have often been
adduced to discriminate against women. When men and women
are equally eligible and equally competent to perform certain
tasks in society, m~n are preferred as a rule; and again as a rule
equal work has not always been reflected in equal pay for wo-
men. There is in the Sixth Plan some appreciation of the need
for sex-based identification of both programmes and policies
affecting employment, so as to reduce progressively the iniqui-
to'.IS treatment of women, socially as well as economically. But

IBased on the Institute of Social Studies Trust Bangalore Report,
"Integrating Women's Interests into State Five-Year Plan," Submitted to
the Ministry of Sodal Welfare, Govt. of Indh in September 1984.



households in respect of census or National Sample Survey
(NSS) categories is of limited comparability with the district or
state averages. Nevertheless, these data are useful in gauging
the distance from macro-av~rages, and for attempting an inter-
pretation of the causes for such variation·- in terms of asset,
occupational or educational status. More importantly, the field
surveys are significant in respect of the qualitative aspects of the
life-standards of women in the weaker sections, as well as the
effectiveness of plan schemes, their delivery systems, etc.

Prior to dealing with specific questions relating to women in
employment, it may be useful to describe the principal characteris-
stics of the sample households. In the ensuing paragraphs, the
main characteristics of the households in terms of asset cate-
gories, income levels, occupational patterns and educational
attainments have been summarised. Some correlation and
regression analysis of these data was also attempted, but be-
cause of the limited number of observations for relevant varia-
bles, the results were subject to large margins of error and
were not statistically significant.

In both Udupi and Gulbarga samples, the largest proportion
of households was those of marginal farmers. Many of these
households possessed other assets besides land, principally live-
stock. In terms of income level, households with annual income
over Rs 4,000, that is to say, above the commonly used poverty
line predominated. Those below the poverty line consisted
largely of agricultural labour or construction worker households,
belonging to scheduled castes or scheduled tribes. Whlie relati-
vely high level of households income in the more developed
Udipi area was not unexpected, the Gulbarga results was some-
what surprising. Apart from the compen sating factor of larger
holdings and high prices of jowar and sugarcane, it is possible
that the higher work participation rates for both male aDd
female adult, contributed to this. Comparative analysis of avail-
able census data for 1961 and 1981 show that trends in the
female worker rate were ditfere"t in Dakshina Kannada and
Gulbarga districts. In 1961, the female worker rate for the
Karnataka State was higher than the all-India level and the

rates for Dakshina Kannada and Gulbarga districts higher than
the State average. At the State level, both rural and urban

TABLE I. DISTRIBUTION OF HOUSEHOLDS BY ANNUAL

INCOME CATEGORIES (IN PERCENTAGES)

Annual Income Udupi Taluk Gulbarga Taluk

Up to Rs 1,000 5.78 9.60
Rs 2,001 to 10.40 15.46

Rs 3,000
Rs 3,001 to 10.10 16.16

Rs 4,000
Rs 4,001 to 10.10 1J .94

Rs 5,000
Rs 5,001 3746 32.32

Rs 10,000
Rs 10,001 and above 26.24 14.52

. Note: The numbers indicate proportion of households in each annual
mcome of the household category to total sample households.

female worker rates fell between 1961 and 19~I, the decline in
the former being sharper. But in Dakshina KannadajUdupi
~aluk the rural and total rates fell, whereas the urban rate
mcreased in Gulbarga district, on the other hand, the urban
female worker rate fell, while tl~e rural rate ircreased and the
total relll~ine? unch1l1ged. Gulbarga tal uk, however, experien-
ced a dcclme 111 both rural and urban rates.

Linking these changes 10 the pattern of economic activity in
the two arcas it would seem that facters such as landlessness
and/or the availability of household industry have a greatt:r im-
pact thal~ fa~tors such as schooling. The higher inequality of
landholdll1g m Dakshina KunnadajUdl1pi probably had some
effect on the higher (rural and urban) rates there in 1961. How-
c:,er, the growing importance of householcls industry in that
district a I .. . pparcnt y created morc urban Jobs for worren both
directly '-lId',,· Gd Iil lIIe servIces sector. eneral economic pro~perity
together with growth of remittances from migrants, might als~
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k work Such factors'
d '. of women to see' .

have reduced the eSlIe d this bas probably led to mc-
.d t in Gurbarga an

were less eVl en ., . b men in the rural areas.
. work participatIOn y woreaslllg

N OF GAINFULLY EMPLOYED ADULTS
TABLE 2. D1STRIBUTlO I COME OF lHE HOUSEHOLDS

OYER THE ANNUAL N _------~-:::-:-
. __ ----------:--;,-;;;;;;,-- GULBA RGA
- . UDUP!

No. of Gainfully
No. of Goinfu[/y Emp- Employed Adults

loved Adults Male Female
Male· Fel1lale

Annual Income of
tite Households

Rs 2001-
Rs 3,000

Rs 3,001-
Rs 4,000

Rs 4001-
Rs 5,000

Rs 5001-
Rs 10,000

Rs 10,001&
above

35
(79.54)
78

(86.66)
96

(84.21)
61

(65.59)
262

(77.97)
135

(73.77)

667
(77.55)

38
(67.85)

66
(7096)

71
(68.26)

61
(62.88)

164
(54.54)

80
(53.69)

480
(6\.22.2.-

-------~3;;8 ---30
Up to Rs 2,000 (66.66) (42.25)

67 76
(74.44) (63.86)

66 57
(73.33) (45.96)

69 69
(70.4C) (47.58)

317 281
(76.38) (50.00)

362 232
(81.53) (46.89)

919 746
(76.96) (49.14)

. th proportion of gainfully emp-
- . l' ckets indicate e h t goryNote: 1. Figures 111 ra 1 If ale population. in eac ca e .

I t the total ma e em b
loyed male/fema e 0 I -A e 15 years and a ove.

2. Gainfully employed adu t g

. d frOln rural households broadly
The field data, though denv\ t 1 work participation rates for

accord with these hypotheses. h ~.a her than the district average

both men and women are muc 19 higher than female work
I k Male rates are b d' oH-'n both the ta u s. . Itural labour and ee 1 r

1 'n all categories except agncu t 1 ks the large part of
rates 1 • d Gulbarga aU,
. I both UdUpl an. But the propor-
lng, n . the agncultural sector. 'ce
female workers were 1U . r a was more than tWl
tion of such workers 1U GUlb~e gworkers in activities other
that in Udupi. Parallel\y, f~~~nallY greater in UduPi. :~:
tha.n agriculture were prop th se mentioned in the prevlO
influence of factors such as 0

paragraphs is clearly evident here though the rural participation
rate might have been magnified by the nature of sample
households .

Occupational diversity is greater in Udupi and more marked
for men than women in both taluks. Apart from differences in
general education, many other elements seem to have contribu-
ted to this divergence. Much of the additional employment op-
protunities in both taluks is attributable to programmes and
projects which being gender-neutral, tend to ce better utilised
by men. This again derives from a multiplicity of reasons. Men
have used the training programmes better, having better access
to the functionaries and also being less bound to the house.
Their title to property is usually adequate to make them eligible
for loans and grants under Integrated Rural Developmei~ts
Programmes (IRDP) and such other programmes, whereas wo-
men have often to provide co-guarantors. Because men pre-
dominate in Panchayats, co-operative societies, zilla
parishads, developmennt councils, etc., their awareness of op-
portunities and possible benefits is usually much greater than
thoseof women. The latter usually get to know about only those
schemes which the men of the households care to pass on to
them. Except when there are active Mahila Mandals or other
non-governmental agencies devoted to the walfare of women, or
when special effort is made by functionaries such as ANM and
LHV, beneficiary awareness of schemes specifically meant for
women is very little. In consequence, the extent of benefit
derived by women as wage earners under the Employment
Affirmation Schemes (EAS) or by women a~ self-employed
workers under Integrated Rural Development Programme
(IRDP) etc., is quite incommensurate with their need.

Nor is there any general appreciation of the burden which
adult women and grown-up girls have to bear in respect of house-
hold work. Intra-family distribution of this work-load is exceed-
ingly uneven, falling heavily on precisely those female adults
who could benefit from gainful employment outside of home.
Communal facilities for supply of drinking water, fuel and
fodder, daily provisions, schools for children, balwadis or
anganwadis, mobile creches as weIl as properly dovetailed adult
education programmes, easy and reliable access to health and
family welfare facilities-all these are recogniscd as effective



means of enabling women to utilise available opportunities for
outside employment more effectively. While these are, and have
been, part of the State's development plans for a considerable
period, thier impact in terms of reduced household work for
employable women has not been much in evidence in either
Udupi or Gulbarga. Many of the working women continue to
spend six to eight hours a day on household work, with conse-
quential ill-effects on their health and their productivity.

Despite the high work-participation rates for women, the
proportion of their contribution to total family income is not
high. In all of the main occupational categories- cultivators.
agricultural labourers, fishing, beedi making or other activities-
the contribution of working women amounted in most cases to
less than 40 per cent of household income. This ""as regardless
of whether they WOIked for part of the year or throughout the
year. This, together with the prepondereance of male headed
households, greatly limits their authority in the disposition of
their earnings. However, female heads of households, as well as
older women in male headed households often have some say in
decisions regarding household expenditure- more as customary
practice than as a recognition of equal rights of women within
the households.

The Government machinery has proliferated and spread out
to villages in many forms, but this has not been reflected in any
co,rresponding iIJcrease in its reach of tbe poor, more especially
of poor women, lack of proper roads and public transport
facilities in Gulbarga is also partly responsible for this. Even
allowing for the many obstacles tbat local functionaries may
have, there is little doubt that they have tended generally to
approach their tasks mechanistically, in terms of set procedures
and targets which may not always be relevant to the individual
beneficiary. Local caste and power groups often limit their
interest and activities; and coupled with the disarray or absence
of basic factual information on household assets, incomes, etc.,
at the village level, actual beneficiaries of government program-
mes have many times turne1 out to be not the neediest or the
most eligible on objective grounds, but those who were economi-
cally better-off and socially or politically better connected. Ins-
tances of such misapplication were cited in both Udupi and

Gulbarga, in respect of sanctions of both bank loans and govern.•
ment grants. .

I~ general, women beneficiaries in both the areas found it
eaSIer to ~ea~ with women functionaries, such as, Auxiliary
Nurse-MidWIfe (A.NM), Lady Health Visitor (LHV), anganwadi
workers and agncutural extension workers when available.
Efforts by worne.n to organise cooperative socjeties of their own,
as by fishermen IIIthe Udupi Taluk, found them going hard, due
part~y to the cumbersome procedures but mostly to lack of
o~cI~1 and technical support. It was the commonly expressed
VIewIII both the areas tbat with more women functionaries at
all !evels of government departments, they would find it much
eaSIer to deal with the administrative system and would be
?etter able to utilise opportunities for ecor.omic and social
Improvement.

Whether the position would have been much better with non-
governmental agencies actively implementing or monitoring
tvel~pment and welfar.e schemes, it is difficult to say. While in
o dUpI, the.re we~e Mahlla Mandals in some villages, very few
f th~m e~lsted In Gulbarga. Even the functioning of those that

were III eXIstence was not very impressive. They were, for the
most part, confined to upper caste women, often reflecting the
power structure in the village; and apart from providing some
opportunity for women to learn tailoring, embroidery or such
crafts, they had little impact on the overall work-situation for
,,:omen. However, this does not establish any positive or nega-
tIve argument in respect of non-governmental agencies.

A feature of the Udupi sample is the frequency of female
headed households, in which women held title to land and other
family properties and formally at any rate, functioned as the
fina! decision makers. However, in many such households,
~e facto authority was exercised by an adult mak, who often cul-
tIvated the family lands and cnjoyed many of the benefits that
the actual cultivator was entitled to under government pro-
grammes. Where such families were non-agricultural households,
the Women usually lived on the remittances that flowed in
supplemented to some extent by home-based industrial activity:

In regard to utilisation of schemes, the position of women
belonging to such households was only a little better than tbat
of other women. They had slightly better access to IRDP, bank



loans and Janata Housing schemes; but invariably, they could
avail of these benefits only with the guarantee or supflort of a
male family member. Their status as heads of households was
apparently, more important authropologically than socially or
economically.

What emerges from this limited survey in Karnataka is that
planning as now conceived and practised, benefits women only
incidentally and residually, rather than as a equal claimant with
man. Their special requirements and problems are virtually by-
passed by the planning process; and if this is to be remedied,
the con~ern for women as a major component of Indian society
has to inform all aspects of planning concepts, processes,
programmes and policies. We turn to some of the issues re-
garding these aspects, which were thrown up by this exercise.

At the very basic level, concepts of measurement and records of
achievement (or change) relating to the human factor have to go
beyond persons to men and women. Without such a break-
down, it is virtually impossible to see if the gender-neutral'
policies and programmes are in reality so, It is only when the
differential effects of these on men and women beneficiaries are
known that the extent of variation between them can be observed
and the underlying reasons examined for any remedial action
that may be necessary.

Obviously, such data should be available at all levels from
the village upwards. Indeed, for any effective administration,
full lists of persons, their s~x, occupation, assets, income and
such other characteristics are presumed to be indiscensible; and
organising this is not just a matter of protecting women's inter-
ests. In both Udupi and Gulbarga, the state of statistics at the
local level was quite unsatisfactory. It was not possible to ob-
tain a full or up-to-date list of households from villages or
block levels-though a number of house-lists existed. Simi-
larly, there are no lists of beneficiaries which can serve as a
proxy for a household list.

These illustrate the point about the need to establish basic
statistics for a rational programme of planning. In establishing

such an information system for plan purposes, it is vital that in
respect of all e~tries relating to persons, men and women,
should be identified separately, so that changes in the economic
and social status of each of them can be clearly assessed. Any
additional effort or expenditure notwithstanding, this is an
issue to which both statisticians and admini~trators should give
attention. Such a reformation will go a long way in curbing the
tendency to treat women as some kind of a minority group, to
be taken into account only for maternity and such other welfare
schemes.

Redefinition of Categories
,,' A reformation of the information system will necessarily
imply a redefinition of categories and concepts" so that they
incorporate elements of special relevance to' women .. While it
is not possible to list all of the concepts or categories that may
have to be so adjusted the following illustrations may help
clarify what is involved in this kind of exercise.

Taking the category of occupation, the present listing is es-
sentially gender-neutral in the sense that it does not ask the
question ~hether particular tasks, or particular operations under
a listed heading, are better suited to men than women for tech-
nical or other reasons; or which of these tasks could continue
to be or develop into female labour intensive activities with
improved technology and training. Admittedly, job classifi-
cation of this type is not easy, and will require careful study.
But a start can be made with identifying specific operations-
like sowing, transplanting or winnowing in agriculture, or spin-
ning in textile industry, which are (could be) female-labour in-
tensive-in the standard job classifications used fqr data-
collection and analysis of employment and unemployment.

Similarly, in the classification of Industries both large-scale
and small-scale, it should be poss'ible to identify those which are
capable of being spatially dispersed with little or no additional
social cost (under existing or imminent 'technology). And of
these, it should be possible to have sub· classifications for those
in which individual operations can be put-out-in the manner,
for instance, of the beedi industry. Such industries are parently
more productive of employment at home for women and could
greatly r~duce the under-employment ofrural women.



A major question in this context would be the classification
and accounting of household work of women. There are,
admittedly, seriou5 difficulties of measurement and evaluation of
this kind of work and its output is not part of the nationalout-
put as now computed. But sooner or later, some satisfactory
convention has to be developed to take proper account of this
type of work in assessing the contribution of women to the
social product. Pending this, it is imporlant at least to devise a
means of taking note of this input of female labour in resource
allocation exercises. Without such conscious budgeting of the
working time of women, the net impact of schemes like EAS
and NREP cannot b~ prop~r1y assessed. Nor would it be easy
to synchronise the generation of additional employment in agri-
culture and industry with the seasonal changes in the nnemploy-
ment or underemployment of women in rural areas.

Area-wise Planning
In like manner, recognising the relative immobility of female

labour-especially female labour belonging to the marginal and
sman farmer households -it is necessary to articulate more
clearly than so far the area-impact of plan projects and schemes,
and categorise them accordingly. When as, for instance, in the
case of the Karnataka State Plan, over 80 per cent of plan in-
vestment, decisions are taken at State headquarters, chances are
that attention will be focussed more on total project impact and
its distribution over time than on its area-wise effects. There is
little doubt that large investments in infrastructure facilities will
be needed in future five-year plans also; and it might well be
difficult to identify the area-wise profile of major projects with
any precision. But there will also be a variety of medium and
small-sized projects, for which area specification should not only
be possible, but more beneficial in terms of conformity with
local resources and needs. Such projects can more explicitly
accommodate the needs of women workers, once it is recognised
that this resource has also to be fully utilised for accelerated
development.

Decentralisation
Area-wise planning and decentralisation of decision making

processes are matters of vital importance for many more pur-

poses than that of intergrating women's interests into develop-
ment planning. That apart, the many obstacles to safeguarding
women's interests cannot be easily removed without reducing
the distance between plan beneficiaries and plan-formulators or
implementators. Even to ensure that there is a wide enough
recogoisation of women's problems, it is necessary to bring
decision-makers closer to where the majority of Indian women
live and work-viz., their homes and villages. And without this
kind of spatial dispersal, effective coordination among govern-
ment agencies as well as between them and local voluntary
organisations or groups of women, becomes exceedingly diffi-
cult.

The major reasons for poor utilisation of plan schemes by
women such as their lack of awareness of schemes and their
benefits or the absence of proper training facilities, or adapt-
ability to local conditions are also likely to be better dealt with
by local organisatiolls having sufficient authority and being
directly accountable to the community they serve. Other pro-
blems such as unfilled staff positions paucity of technical per-
sonnel, scarcity of women functionaries, etc., can all be handled
more easily and more effectively when the distance between the
beneficiaries and the implementing agencies is reduced and the
communication between them improved.

Voluntary Organisations
Since not all the burden of development can be borne by

government department and agencies, voluntary or non-
governmental organisations of women at the local level have to
be systematically developed. Voluntary agencies performing or
monitoring community services connected with water supply and
sanitation, etc., are badly needed. Efforts to set them up and
assist them should go a long way in making plans and planning
more meaningful to the rural communities.





Women Agricultural Labourers -Regional
Variations in In cidents and Employment*

Although it is well known that women agricultura 1 labourers
are among the poorest members of the rural population in the
country, the relationship between regional impoverishment and
the incidence of female agricultural la bourers is neither sim-
ple nor straightforward. The presence of an impoverished
rural population in a region may be the result of agroclimatic
factors such as poor rainfall, . irrigation or soil quality; it may
also be due to a high degree of land inequality and landlessness
in a region where agricultural productivity is fairly high.
Whether women agricultural labourers (as a proportion of the
female population. or as a ratio to male agricultural labourers)
are likely to be more numerous in the former or the latter case,
is not an easy question to answer a priori. Indeed, to the extent
that both the poverty of the household and its low capacity to
absorb female labour on a family farm work in the same direc-
tion in the two situations cited above, a high incidence of female
agricultural labourers may occur in both cases.

Thus, for example, the incidence of women agricultural
labourers in the female population is fairly high in the paddy
growing, high productivity coastal districts of Andhra Pradesh

*A first draft of this paper was pres.:nted at the ICSSR/CSSS Workshop
on "Women and Pov.:rty" Centre for Studies in Social Science, Calcutta,
March 17-18,1983. I am grateful to A. Vaidyanathan, N. Krishanji, and the
participants of the workshop for detailed comments and suggestions.



and Tamil Nadu, where land inequality is also high. But the
incidence is, if anything, even higher in the dry, low producti-
vity, internal districts of Maharashtra where land inequality is
lower. Of course, where both agroclimatic factors are unfavour-
able and land inequality is high, as in the internal districts of
Andhra Pradesh, the incidence of women agricultural labourers
is also likely to be high.1

I do not wish to infer from this that land inequality and un-
favourable agro-c1imatic conditions together exhaust the factors
affecting the regional incidence of women agricuiturallabourers.
In an earlier paper, I had discussed the possibility that the pre-
sence of migrant tribal labourers may reduce the participation
of local women as agricultural labourers, and that this pheno-
menon may be parti cularly important in the north-eastern
states.2 But even in such cases, land inequality may continue to be
ail important factor. For example, West Bengal's paddy districts
have lower Gini coefficients of land owned than those of Andhra
or Tamil Nadu, and this may be an important factor in the
lower incidence of women agricultural labourers in the former.

The previous paper had suggested a correlation at the state
level, between the incidence of women agricultural labourers and
(i) low agricultural growth, (ii) importance of coarse grains in
gross cropped area (excluding Rajasthan), (iii) low incomes of
agricultural labour 11Ouseholds, and (iv) male inter-and intra-
district migration (excluding Assam). This paper looks more
closely at the relationship between incidence and agricultural
growth, productivity, land inequality, and the cultivation of

lA simple schematic representation may be a helpful starfng point for
thinking for this-

INCIDENCE OF WOMEN AGRICULTURAL LABOURERS

Agroclimate
Factors

Favourable
Unfavourable

High
Inequality

High
High

Low
Inequality

Low
High

The relative ranks of the three 'High" cases cannot be specified a priori
2See G. Sen, 'Wonen's Work and Women Agricultural Labourers:

A Study of the Indian Census." Centre for Developmcnt Studies, Work-
ing Paper No. 159, February 1983, PP. 19-20.

coarse grains at the district level. It also examines some of the
regional features of unemployment and differential earnings
among women agricultural labourers. The penultimate section
of the paper also makes some comments on data collection and
compilation. Our main data sources are the Census, the Rural
Labour Enquiries, and the 32nd round on employment and
unemployment of the NSS.

Regional Incidence of Women Agricultural Labourer,;
District level analysis of the relationship between incidence,

i.e., the proportion of agricultural labourers in the female rural
population, and variables such as the agricultural growth rate
was undertaken for 1971 principally because of the availability
of data in this year. The 1971 Census tended to undercount
women workers, but this problem was probably more serious
for female cultivators than for agricultural labourers.3 As a
precaution, however, we compared incidence in 1971 against
1961, a year when the census definitions and procedures were
more inclusive than exclusive. The correlation coefficient for
291 districts was positive and high at 0.946 (significant at the
0.1 per cent level).4

While there was a decline in incidence in many districts bet-
ween 1961 and 1971, Maps I and II indicate that the regional
distribution does not appear to have undergone dramatic
changes. Maps III and IV indicate the districts' in which there
were as many or more women agricultural labourers than men.

Despite the many known problems with the census data on
women, I believe that for the study of the regional dispersion of
women agricultural labourers, the data are not altogether un-
reliable.5 Indeed, the state level rankings of the proportion of
female to male agricultural labourers obtained from the 1961
Census and the 1963-65 Rural Labour Enquiry are highly cor-
related.6 The data on agricultural productivity, agricultural

3Ibid., pp. 10-12.
4The 291 districts cover all the major States excluding the hill dis-

tricts of Assam and Uttar Pradesh, Jammu and Kashmir and the minor
hill States and Union Territories.

6See Sen, op. dt.
6The rank correlation coffiecient for 15 States is 0,893, significant in

0.1 per cent level.
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wth and the Gini coefficient of owned land are from the
gro , . d
published results of the JNU/ICSSR study, while the ata on
the proportion of gross cropped area under rice/wheat were
calculated from the Indian Agricultural Statistics.

7
•

Our hypothesis is that regional impoverishment as manlfest~d
in a high proportion of coarse grains in gross cropped area, III

low agricultural productivity and in poor grow.t~ perfor~ance,
as well as inequality as measured by a high Gin! ~oe~cl:nt of
owned land, are all positively associated with a hIgh .Incldence
of women agricultural labourers in the female popula:lOn.

Some points about the specification of the. vanables and
ab::)Ut the data used in the analysis need to be raised at the ~ut-
set. The first question is whether census data on the. proportIOn
of agricultural labourers in the female rural populatIOn meas~re
the supply of female labour (i.e. a "true" participation rate lll-

elusive of employed, underemployed and unemployed)? Or do
they measure post factor only those who have been able to find
work, i.e., the demand for labour? Of course, if the female
labour market were in equilibrium with no involuntary unem-
ployment, the two measures would be the same. Howeve~, we
do know from the Rural Labour Enquiries and the NatIOnal
Sample Surveys on employment-unemployment (27th and
32nd Rounds) that there exist both unemployment and under-
employm~nt, i.e" the markets are not in equilibrium. Rather,
they secm to be in a condition of excess supply.

It would therefore app.::ar that the observed data represent
variations in the factors influencing the demand for female
labour I would however, argue that such an inference is un·
justified. In lab~ur markets that are highly "casualized" (over
90 p~r cent of women agricultural labourers are casual labour-
ers), the appropriate measure of labour dem~nd and supply
should be in labour days/hours, not in terms ot the Eumber of
labourers. The presence of underemployment indicates an ex-
cess supply of labour days/hours.

However, one may argue that, in a casualized labour market,
most women who are impelled to work as agricultural labourers,

7A<ok Mitra and Shekhar Mukherji, PoplIlolio.'), Food alld Land
" . d P bi' h' 1980' Indian AgriculturalInequality in [ndia, 1971, A'lie u IS el S" , .

Sintislics, 1967-68 10 1969-70, Volume II.

would probably find some work at least during the peak seasons
though they may by no means find as much work as they want.
Depending on the strictness of the census definition of an eco-
nomically active person, the counted number of labourers would
include a number of such underemployed workers. Hence,
the proportion of women labourers in the female rural popula-
tion would tend to represent the supply of labourers. The less
strict the census definition of a "worker", the more valid is th~
above likely to be.

A second point relates to the use of the Gini coefficient as a
measure of land inequality. Being a summary measure, it doe!l
not tell us which tail of the distribution is more prominent in
overall inequality. For example, two districts may have the
same Gini cefficient, with one having a much greater degree
ofinequality towards the lower end of the distribution than the
other. In this case, ceteris paribus, we would expect the former
to have a higher participation of women as agricultural labour-
ers than the latter. The Gini coefficient would not, however, be
sensitive to such variations.8

A third point has to do with the hypothesized relationship
between agricultural growth and the level of incidence of agri-
cultural labourers in the female rural population. We expect
that the level of agricultural productivity itself would be highly
correlated with the cropping pattern, i.e., the proportion of
coarse grains in the gross cropped area. To get around the
multicollinearity problerr, we tried the growth rate as a proxy
for agricultural productivity since it is likely to be correlated
with the latter but not quite so strongly with the cropping pat-
tern. The regression results should therefore be interpreted with
this in mind. The effect of agricultural growth on the growth
of the incidence of agricultrual labourers in the female rural
population is analysed separately after the regression analysis.

Simple regressions of incidence in 1971 against each of the
other variables taken singly, all have the expected signs and
significant t-ratios. See Table I in the Appendix. Since, how-

81 am particularly grateful to Professor N. Krishnaji for having raised
both the question about the Gini coefficient and about the underlying
demand-supply relati::mships. In further work, these issues will be treated
in greater depth. So also the question of the effect of popu.lation density
on the incidence of agricultural labourers in the female rural population.



ever, we expected at least some of the 'independent' variables to
be correlated with each other, multivariate analysis was also
used to determine this. The correlation matrix is given in Table
II (See Appendix).

From Table II it appears that as expected, agricultural pro-
ductivity is highly correlated with the proportion of foodgrain
GCA under rice and wheat as well as with the agricultural

. growth rate. The coefficient of agricultural productivity was
not significant in a multiple regression that included all four
variables. Accordingly, multiple regressions were run after ex-

. cluding agricultural productivity. Despite the correlation bet-
ween rice/wheat area and land inequality, both were highly
significant in the regression. The proportion of area under rice
and wheat is also correlated with agricultural growth rate but
at the 5 per cent significance level. We retained both variables
in the multiple regression since both are highly significant. The
results are given in Table III in the Appendix.

Again, all the signs are as expected, and the coefficients are
significant. The strongest relationslHp is between the incidence
of women agricultural labourers in 1971_and low agricultural
growth rates (for 19 crops as a composite)jfor the period] 962-65
to 1970-73. Inequality in landownership also bears a positive
relationship to the incidence of women agricultural labourers,
as does the proportion of coarse grains.

Unfortunately it is difficult to obtain reliable estimates of the
district-wise growth in the incidence of women agricultural
labourers between 1961 and 1971, because of the changes in the
definitions between the two census years. However, if we assume
that the 1971 data on the number of women agricultural labour-
ers are, if anything, underestimates, we can obtain a minimal
set 'of 91 districts in which the incidence of women agricultural
labourers in the female rural population increased between 1961
and ]971. Map IX in the Appendix presents these districts, but
it must be remembered that due to undercounting in 1971, there
may have been other districts also in which incidence increased
during this period. Districts where peak-season demand for
female casual labour increased, as has been claimed for Punjab-
Haryana, but where the work was not of sufficient duration for
the workers to be counted as agricultural labourer~, would have
been particularly affected by this.

Fr.o~ the minimal set of 91 districts, we excluded 17 where.
.the Inc~den~e was still below me per cent of the female rural
popula.tJOn In 197~. The remaining 74 districts were classified
accordmg to agrIcultura.1 growth performance in the period
1962-65 and 1970-73. ThIS classification is presented in Table V
It appears from. the table that the incidence of women agricuI~
tural ~ab~ur~rs Increased in both high and low (even negative)
growt,l districts. There appears, nevertheless, a concentration in
the .Iow to moderate growth range; 60 per cent of the districts
fall In the .ag~icultural growth range of 0 to 2.99 per cent.

These dIstricts are largely in t he states of Gujarat, Rajasthan,
West Bengal, Madhya Pradesh and Tamil Nadu. Of thes th
first thr~e ar~ i? the low incidence range while the 1att:; tw~
have a hIgher IllClde?ce of women agricultural labourers. We
may conclude tentatIvely from this (with all the already mentio-
ned caveats about the data) that the incidence of women agri-
c~lt~ral labourers appears not to have increased as much in
dlst.ncts that have experienced either very high or very negative
a~rI~ultural ~rowth rates, as it has in low to moderate growth
dlstncts. ThiS result appears to have some intuitive appeal in
that pote~tial wo~en labourers may be more 'discouraged'
from seekl~g ,:ork III the negative growth districts; on the other
hand, the me In h~usehold incomes in high growth districts may
red~ce the necessity for women in such districts to combine
agricultural labour with the domestic work that they have, in
any case, to perform.9

.T~is section may be summed up as corroborating at the dis-
tnct level for 1971 some of our earlier results based on state
level analysis. The incidence of women agricultural labourers

npr0fessor A. Vaidyan:tthan suggests that the exlent of male unemploy-
me~t may be an important cauSll factor affecting female participation in
agncul.tural wage labour. Teslingthis hypothesis would require regression
anal~sls at the level of KSS regions; this has not teen attempted here
but IS part of ongoing work. It should be noted. however, that Ihe exten;
of household income pooling in low income households has been questio-
ne~ by a number of authors; thus the extent to which a woman is held
SOCIally responsible for her own maintenance and that of her children
~ay reduce ~he relative dependence on the man, and therefore damren

e POSSll;]CIm).!ct of male employment on female participation in agri-
CUltural labour. These hypotheses need deeper examination.



measured) or 'unclassified', at the all-India level. Further, this
varies widely between states, from 31 per cent in Karnataka to
6 per cent in West Bengal. This variation may vitiate inter-
state comparisons of unemployment based on these data and
may account for the lack of any significant correlations in the
earlier study.12

Our hypothesis is that, in a context where women are in
agricultural labour as a response to impoverishment, and where
there is a pent-up inadequacy of work (as much as 96 days at
the all-India level13

, there would be a positive correlation bet-
ween underemployment and the incidence of women agricul-
tural labourers in the rural population. No such relationship
can be found, however, between the RLE unemployment data
for 1964-65 and the incidence of women agricultural labourers as
obtained from the 1961 Census. Three states-UttarlPradesh with
a high number of unemployed days despite a low incidence of
women agricultural labourers, and Maharashtra and Karnataka
where the reverse is true-do not match the hypothesized rela-
tionship (see Table VI in the Appendix). What arouses suspi-
cion that the data are not innocent is the fact that all three states,
especially Karnataka, have a high number of unclassified plus
unaccounted days. Indeed, if these three states are excluded
from the analysis, there is a strong positive correlation between
unemployment and the incidence of women agricultural labou-
rers.H We do not, nevertheless, wish to place any great faith in
this result, and shift our focus instead to the 32nd round of the
NSS.

It is not possible, from the NSS data to obtain the number
of unemplo;ed days for a woman agricultural labourer as such.
Rather, a woman is classified as employed or unemployed by
current daily, current weekly, or usual status A person is

appears to be higher in districts with low a~ricultural gro':"'th
rates a low proportion of rice and wheat JO GCA, and hIgh
ineq~ality in landownership. The state level inc!dence also seems
to bear a stronger negative relationship to the JOcome of land-
less households in the 1970s. Finally, the minimal set of 74
districts in which incidence increased between 1961 and 1971 are
concentrated in the low to moderate growth ranges.

Unemployment
This section uses the Rural Labour Enquiry, 1964-65, and t~e

published results of the 32nd round of the NSS conducted III
1977-78.10 The analysis is therefore confined to the state leve~,
and focuses on the extent of unemployment among womell agn-
cultural labourers, the type of work and the agricultural opera-
tions in which they are concentrated.

The RLE and the 32nd round of the NSS provided distinct
sets of information on employment and unemployme~t. The
RLE classifies agricultural labour households on t?e b~sls of. a~
income criterion. It then quantifies the number of full Illtenslt~
days of labour worked by women fro~ these households III
agricultural and non-agricultural operatIOns, self-employment
as well as the number of days not worked due to a variety ?f
reasons, including non-availability of work. It was the ratlO
between these days not worked due to lack of work and the
sum of such days plus the days of wage labour plus self-employ-
ment, that was used to measure unemployment as analysed

I .11previously by Gu atl.
A measure of unemployment based on the number of da~s

rather than the number of persons is probably more useful. III
a context where there is considerable underemployment but ltttle
open unemployment. However, the u~employment measur.e
that can be obtained from the R LE IS, as noted by G~latl,
questionable because 18 per cent of the day~ :ar; list~d as ~lt?~r
•unaccounted' (because of the way in WhICh fullmtenslty IS

l!Gulati could find no significant relationship between female un-
employment obtained from the J 964-65 RLE and any of a number of
variables, except for male unemployment. In partial support of the argu-
ment that 'unclassified' days may be a culprit in this, we found that there
is a posith'e correlation of 0.549 (5 per cent significance level) for 14
States between the ranking of 'unclassified' days and "self-employed"
days.

13See Table VI in the Appendix.
14The rank correlation is 0.768 for 11 States, significant at the 1 per

cent level.

lORura\ Labour Enquiry, 1963-65, 'Final Report', and Sarvekshana,
January-April 1981 and July-October 1981. . bour-

llSee L. Gulati, 'Unemployment among Femab Agricultural La
ers' Economic and Political Weekly, Review of Agriculture, 27 March,,
1976, pp, A31-A39.



counted as employed by daily status if she worked for four or
more hours in a day, by weekly status if she was employed in a
gainful activity for at least one hour on anyone day in the
reference week, and by usual status if she was employed for
the 'major' part of the year. These definitions affect both the
numerator and denominator since the usual status criterion
included as part of the labour force those who are in it for the
'major time' in the year, while the weekly status refers to the
reference week. The daily status criterion is applied to those
who are counted as part of the labour force according to the
weekly status.

Since the weekly status unemployment measure was intended
to capture the effect of seasonal fluctutions, it cannot really be
used as an overall measure. For this, we have to rely on the usual
and daily status rates. We see from Table VII in the Appendix
that there is no uniform relationship across states between the
usual and daily status rates. While for India as a whole and for
a number of states, the daily status unemployment rate is higher
than the usual status rate, the reverse is true in Assam
Haryana, Kerala, Punjab, Rajasthan, Uttar Pradesh and Wes~
Bengal.

The daily status unemployment rate would be higher than
the usual status rate in those states where the average woman
agricultural labourer works for a large part of the year (so that
she is counted as employed by usual status), but is still seeking
or available for work for a considerable amount of the rest of
the time. The daily status rate would be lower than usual status
rate in those states where the average woman labourer works
011 some days (implying some employment by daily status) but
not enough to be counted as employed or as part of the labour
force by usual status. While both numerator and denominator
of the usual status unemployment rate would be affected in
this case, the rate would tend to be higher than the daily
rate.
n is interesting that the usual status rate is higher than the

daily rate in the states, noted above, where (with the excep-
tion of Kerala) the incidence of agricultural labourer in the
female rural population is low. Kerala is a unique case where
both the usual status and the daily status rates are very high,
with the former having a slight edge over the latter. It appears

therefor~ that the usual status unemployment rate probably
underestimates the extent of unemployment in states where'
there is a high incidence of women agricultural labourers, and
grossly overestimates it in states which have low incidence.
For this reason, I would argue that the daily status unemploy-
ment rate probably gives the most accurate composite picture
o.fboth unemployment and underemployment. The hypothe-
Sized positive relationship between the incidence of women
agricultural labourers in the rural population, and female
unemployment was tested using the daily status unemploy-
ment rate for rural women. The correlation was found to be
positive and strong, i.e., the higher the incidence of women
agricultural labourers, the higher the unemployment rate
among rural women.15

Two additional relationships appear to support our belief
that the daily status rate is 110t only the best available
measure of unemployment among rural women, but that it
reasonably reflects the regional dispersion of unemployment
among women agricultural labourers as well. The first is a
significant positive relationship between the daily status un-
employment rate and the per cent of rural women (above 5
years of age) whose usual activity is domestic work due to non-
availability of gainful employment.1G The second is a strong
positive relationship of the per cent of rural women (above 5
years of age) whose usual activity is casual agricultural wage
labour and who are available for additional work, to both the
daily status unemployment rate, and directly to the incidence
of women agricultural labourers in the the rural female popula-
tion.17 (See Table VI[ in the Appendix) That is, states with
a high incidence of women agricultural labourers, and with
a high daily status unemployment rate among rural women
have a high proportion of casual women agriculturallabourer~
who want more gainful work.

It should be pointed out here that the relation between the

15The rank correIa tion for 15 states is 0.698, significant at the per
cent level.

16The rank correlation for 15 states is 0.596, significant at the 5 per
cent level.
. 17!he first rank correlation for 15 states is 0855 (0.1 per cent

slglllfibance) and the second is 0.676 (1 per cent significance level).



'Sowing absorb very little male wage labour. This pattern is
largely true in most of the states, and is corroborated by the
32nd round of the NSS.

Of the five main categories, ploughing, harvesting and trans-
'Planting are all peak-season, often time-bound activities that
absorb a considerable amount of agricultural labour. Sowing
-absorbs very little labour as such, while weeding, a predomi-
nantly female task, is largely an off-peak activity. This distinc-
-tion between peak and off-peak activities may have an impact
·on women's earnings and on the earnings differentials between
-women and men.

unemployment rate for rural women taken as a whole and the
nee<1for work among women agricultural labourers is not self-
evident, since as many as 42 per cent of usually employed rural
women (above 5 years of age) are cultivators while only 37
per cent are agricultural labourers at the all-fndia level, accord-
ing to the NSS 32nd round.18

Thus the variation in the rates for rural women as a whole
would not automatically reflect the variation for women agricul-
tural labourers.

Turning from unemployment to the type of work, we find
that the 32nd round of the NSS also confirms that among
women labourers in agriculture, even more so than among
men, it is casual labourers who predominate, and they account
for 96.37 per cent at the all India level. Magnitudes of this range
are true in all states except Assam and Punjab, and hence the
inter-state variations are quite small (see Table VIII in the
Appendix). Despite this low level of regional variation, there
is a strong positive correlation between this ratio and the
incidence of women agricultural labourers in the rural female
population, indicating that the states which have a high
incidence of women agricultural labourers also have a propor-
tion of casual labourers among all labourers that is higher
than the average]9 _

Both the 32nd round of the NSS and the earlier RLE indicate
the presence of a sexual division of labour in agricultural
operations. According to the RLE of 1964-65, the distribution
of the total number of days worked by a usually occupied
woman from an agricultural labour household was as follows.-,.
If we exclude the category 'unclassified', the category of 'others'
usually tends to be the highest, followed by either harvesting
or weeding. Transplanting is also an important absorber of
female labour, especially in the paddy growing states. Plough-
ing and sowing account for very little female labour. For men,
on the other hand, while 'others' is again the largest single
category ploughing followed by harevsting is next in importance
(see Table IX in the Appendix). Weeding, transplanting and

Earnings and Differentials
It can be seen in Table IV that RLE data on the average

-daily earnings in agriculture of women from agricultural labour
households are negatively correlated with the incidence of women
,agricultural labourers (1964-65) against incidence in 1961, and
1974-75 against incidence in 1971) at the state level.20 Average
daily carnings are lower in state that have a higher incidence
,of women agricultural labourers.

When examined by agricultural operation, it appears that
relative to other agricultural operations the average daily
earnings for women agricultural labourers tend to be higher in
harvesting and transplanting (peak-season activities) and lower
tin weeding and 'others' (off-peak season activities) in the
majority of states. Certainly, with the exception of Maharashtra
-and Karnataka which have relatively low earnings for women
in harvesting, and Karnataka which has relatively high earnings
in other operations in 1964-65, the observed pattern is true in
all states which have an above average incidence of women
agricultural labourers. This is evidenced by the RLE of 1964-65
and 1974-75, as well as the NSS 32nd round for 1977-78.21

The differentials between the average daily earnings of

2~Between the average daily agricultural earnings of women agricult-
ural labourers in 1964-65 and the incidence lof women agricultural
lacourers in 1961 for 14 states, there was a negative rank correlation
coefficient of 0.813, ~ignificant at the 0.1 per cent level. Between earnings
in 1974-75 and incidence in 1971, the rank correlation was 0.536, signifi-
-cant at the 5 per cent level.

2)See Snrl'ekshar.a, January-April 1981, p. ,37.

18See Sarvekshana, January-April 1981, p.34.
IvThe rank correlation for 15 states is 0.670, significant at the 1 per

cent level.



women and men agricultural labourers appear to have decreased
somewhat between 1964-65 and 1974-75 according to the
RLE. Women earned two-thirds to three-fourths of men's
earnings in the latter year, in the operations that absorb most
female labour, i.e., harvesting, transplanting, weeding and
'others'. Weeding, the off-pack activity, shows the highest
differential in 1974-75; harvesting, which absorbs consi-
derable quantities of both female and male labour, shows
the least differential. Again, this pattern at the all-India
level is particularly true for the states with a high incidence
of women agricultural labourers in the population.22 Thus, the
distinction between peak and off-p~ak activities appears to
have some usefulness in an analysis of both earnings and
earning differentials. Among the activities that absorb the
bulk of female agricultural labour, the off-peak activity (weed-
ing) has both lower earnings for women, and a higher differential
between women and men, than the peak-activities (harvesting
and transplanting).

Comments 011 the Data
The three major sources 'for the data used in this paper are

the population census, the Rural Labour Enquiry, and the 32nd
round of the National Sample Survey. The problems of
undercounting of women w.orkers by the census have been
extensively discussed before.23 There problems have been
judged to have been particularly severe in the 1971 censuS.
Despite this, I have argued that, so far as women agricultural
labourers are concerned, even the 1971 Census provides
reasonably reliable information for the study of regional
variations, although not, perhaps, for the study of absolute
magnitudes.

In examining the regional incidence of women agricultural
labour a critical need is to be able to isolate the effects of
short-term, peak-season migration of agricultural labourers,
both female and male. It is our hypothesis that such short

22See "Wages and Earnings of Rural Households, Rural Labour
Enquiry, 1974-75, pp. 134-39.

23See, for example, K.C. Seal, "Women in the Labour Force in India:
A Macro-Level Statistical Profile," in Women~in the Indian Labour Force,
Bangkok, ARTEP/ILO, 1981.

term seasonal in-migration of women labourers may account
for the low incidence of female agricultural labourers in paddy
growing northeastern states. That is, to put it crudely, seasonal
migrants may do much of the work that would otherwise be
done by the women of the regions. The canvassing of this,
information, even by the population census itself, may be na-
more difficult than the usual census questions on migration.
Both 'birthplace migration' and 'migration from place of last
residence' avoid the issue of the time factor involved. The ques-
tions on seasonal migration for purposes of work could directly
ask who migrated seasonally, where, for how long, for what
work, and whether as a contract or other type of labourer
during the previous twelve months (or some other appropriate
period). Given the probable prevalence of short-term migra-
tion, these questions may in fact give us a much richer picture
of the work patterns and locations of agricultural labourers,
female and male, besides helping resolve some of the puzzles
in the regional incidence of women agricultural labourers.
The 38th round of the NSS is currently canvassing such
information.

So far as unemployment is concerned, the NSS estimates
appear to be more reliable than the RLE, for women agri-
cultural labourers at least. This is because of the inordinately
high number of 'unaccounted' and 'unclassified' days in the
RLE, leading us to doubt the data especially for Karnataka,
Maharashtra and Uttar Pradesh. The daily status unemploy-
ment incidence as obtained by the 32nd rouud of the NSS
appears to provide the most reliable information.2J

The break-down of employment and earnings according to
agricultural operations in both RLE and the NSS suffers from

24There appears to be some logical inconsistency in th~ labour force
measured by usual status in the NSS. Each respondent is classified broadly
as employed, unemployed or outside the labour force according to the
major time spent during the previous year. The potential problem can
be illustrated as follows. If a person was unemployed for 40 per cent of
the time unemployed for 15 per cent of the time, and outside the
labour f;rc.~ for 45 per cent of time, she would be classified as outside
the labour force by the major time criterion, even though her total
employed plus unemployed time is greater. This problem may be especi-
ally important for women.



the relative importance of the category 'others'. For example,
39 per cent of male labour time and 32 per cent of female
labour time was absorbed by this category in 1964-65. A more
detailed break-down of agricultural operations would perhaps
l'elieve this problem. It might also make it possible then to use
-data to examine changes in the age and sex-based division of
labour as new agricultural techniques are introduced, for
.example. Such changes, which may well be extremely important
in altering the number of days of female employment and
-earnings, are now rendered opaque by the very broad categories
-presently in use.

-Conclusion
The discovery of a relationship between poverty and the

incidence, employment and earnings of women agricultural
labourers is not very startling. That, within a region, agri-
-cultural labourers and a fortiori women agricultural labourers,
·are among the poorest is quite well known. I have attempted
to argue in this and the previous paper, that the relationship
hold across regions as well.

District level date for 291 districts of the major states of the
-country indicate a higher incidence of women agricultural
labourers in the famale population in districts' *here agricul-
1ural growth is low, coarse grains tend to be grown, and land-
·o\\nership is more unequal. Furthermore, the unemployment
'fate among rural women is higher in the states that have a
higher incidence of women agricultural labourers, while average
-daily earnings are lower. This corroborates our earlier finding
that, according to the RLE of 1974-75, the annual incomes
-()f landless agricultural labour household5 are lower in the
states which have a higher incidence of women agricultural
labourers.

The policy implications of these relationships are, in some
-ways, too obvious to need stating, but their regional dimensions
need to be noted. It is worth emphasising that more employment
for rural women is a particularly urgent need in precisely those
-states that have a high incidence of women agricultural labou-
rers, although female unemployment is in fact a pressing pro-
1>lem in almost all the states.

(Dependent variable - ratio of women agricultural lauourers to
the female rural population, 1971)

Independent Variables Coeflicient Std. Error t Value

Rice pills wheat area 1')69-70 -0.0549 0.0:29 4.2649***'

GCA under foodgrains
Agricultural growth rate,

1962/65-70/73 -0.009 0.001 8.8272*

Agricultural productivity, 1971 very low very low 3.867J***

Gini coefficient of owned land,
1971 0.1298 0.0553 2.34135**·

Notes: * - 5 per cent significance level.
***-0.1 per cent significance level.

Womell agricllltllrallabollrers
Female rural population 1.0

Rice plus wheat area
GCA under foodgrains -0.247 1.0

Agricultural growth rate -0.470 0.156* 1.0

Agricultural productivity -0.239 0.583** 0.378** 1.0

Gini coefficient of owned
land -0.131 0.224*** 0.039 0.064 1.0

*-5 per cent significance level.
**-1 per cent significance level.

***-0.1 per cent significance level.



(Dependent variable-ratio of women agricultural labourers
to the female rural population, 197 r)

Coefficient Std. Error t Value

0.0071 0.0260 0.2719

- (.\0499 0.0118 4.2365
-0.0085 0.0010 8.6548*

0.1874 0.0492 3.8105***

Intercept
Rice plus wheat area
GCA under fcodgrains
Agricultural growth rate
Gini coefficient or owned land

Note: n=283 R-2=0.283
* - 5 per cent significance level.

***-0.1 per cent significance level.

1 2 3 4 ----
INDIA 0.08 0.95 0.07 227
Andhra Pradesh 0.19 0.85 0.18 1.96
Assam 0.01 1.70 0.003 3.07
Bihar 0.09 1.20 0.07 2.74
Gujarat 0.07 1.19 0.07 2.52
Haryana om * 0.01 3.94
Karnataka 0.09 079 0.09 1.81
Kerala 0.06 1.23 007 4.28
Madhya Pradesh 0.10 0.86 0.11 2.73
Maharashtra 0.16 0.77 0.14 1.53
Orissa 0.06 0.89 0.04 1.83
Punjab 0.004 1.45 0.002 3.41
Rajasthan 0.02 1.09 0.02 2.58

- Tamil Nadu 0.11 0.85 0.11 2.32
Uttar Pradesh 0.04 0.93 003 247
West Bengal 0.03 1.36 0.03 2.83

Note: *Included in Punjab

1. Women agricultural labourers, 1961.
Female rural population.

2. Average daily earnings ·in agriculture of women from agricultural
labour households, 1964-65.

3. Women agricultural labourers, 1971.
Female rural population.

4. Average daily earnings in agricu:ture of women from agricultural
labour households, 1974-75.

Sources: Census of India, 1961. 1971; Rural Labour Enquiry 1963-
65 and 1974-75.

TABLE V: DISTRICTS IN WHICH INCIDENCE INCREASED
CLASSIFIED BY AGRICULTURAL GROWTH RATES

>6.00
4.50 - 5.99
3.00 - 4.49
1.94 - 2.99
1.50 - 1.93
o 1.49

-1.49 - 0
-4.49 - -1.50

<-4-50

5.41

6.76
10.81
24.32
9.46

25.68
0.00

12.16
5.41

Note: The average agricultural growth rate was calculated by Bhalla
and Alagh as 1.94.
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TABLE VI
No. of days not Worked by Unaccounted plus-
Womell frol/1 Agricultural Unclassified Days
Labour Households Due to

Want of Work
Days Ranks

INDIA 96 67
Andhra Pradesh 99 6 107
Assam 43 13 25
Bihar 103 5 90
Gujarat 82 7 22
Haryana * *
Karnataka 8 14 114
Keraia 120 2 43
Madhya Pradesh 75 9 (,<),
Maharashtra 44 12 82
Orissa 105 4 46
Punjab 59 11 94
Rajasthan 81 8 33
Tamil Nadu 155 1 27
Uttar Pradesh 108 3 78
West Bengal 73 10 21

Note: *included in Punjab.
Source: Rural Labour Enquiry, 1963-65.

TABLE VII: UNEMPLOYMENT ACCORDING TO NSS 32ND ROUND

1 2 3 4
Rank Rank Rank

INDIA 5.52 9.18 2.89 50.58
Andhra Pradesh 5.22 1433 3 2.79 8 55.29 5
Assam 5.83 1.35 15 4.08 5 11.36 15
Bihar 3.98 9.23 8 2.37 9 35.23 11
Gujarat 1.74 5.61 9 447 4 51.58 6
Haryana 20.79 3.17 11 1.40 12 28.22 14
Karnataka 4.13 11.54 4 5.02 3 58.27 3
Kerala 29.18 27.41 1 7.15 I 69.87 1
Madhya Pradesh 0.75 3.39 10 0.71 13 33.26 12
Maharashtra 1.89 9.31 7 1.94 11 57.91 4
Orissa 4.43 9.67 6 4.05 6 45.60 8
Punjab 14.30 2 II 13 2.21 10 32.01 13
Rajasthan 2.89 1.96 14 0.43 15 40.65 9
Tamil Nadu 6.27 17.11 2 3.85 7 61.41 2
Uttar Pradesh 3.20 2.98 12 0.58 14 38.82 10
West Bengal 23.86 9.91 5 7.08 2 50.58 7

Source: "Women's Activities in Rural India -A Study Based on NSS
32nd Round (1977-78) Smvey Results on Employment and Unemploy-
ment," Sarvekshana, January-April 1981. pp. 42, 47, 51.

Note: 1. Usual status unemployment incidence (women).
2. Current daily status unemployment incidence (women).
3. Per cent of women in domestic duties (by usual status) due to nJn-

availability of work. .
4. Per cent of women casual agricultural labourer; who are a'lailabJe

for additional work.

: TABLE VIII: CASUAL AGRICULTURAL LABOUR

Womell Casual Labourers
Women-Regular Plus Casual Labourers (Usual Status)

Per cent Rank

INDIA
Andhra Pradesh
Assam
Bihar
Gujarat
Haryana
Karnataka
Kerala
Madhya Pradesh
Maharashtra
Orissa
Punjab
Rajasthan
Tamil Nadu
Uttar Pradesh
West Bengal

96.37
99.33
34.25
96.90
99.40
95.86
97.15
90.95
96.32
98.39
97.55
64.29
96.86
97.85
96.65
91.87

TABLE IX: DAYS WORKED AND EARNINGS OF WOMEN AND MEN
FROM AGRICULTURAL LABOUR HOUSEHOLDS-ALL INDIA

1 2 3 4 5 6

1964-65
Per cent of days worked in

agriculture
-women 4.88 2.45 7.69 15.03 30.46 32.18
-men 22.35 2.40 3.13 6.02 18.50 39.43

Average daily earnings
(Rs)

-women 1.02 0.97 1.15 0.87 0.95 0.92
-men 1.39 1.51 1.86 1.42 1.43 NA

1974-75
Average daily earnings (Rs)

-women 2.42 2.57 2.46 1.95 2.38 2.30
-men 3.35 3.74 3.34 3.07 3.41 3.11

Sources: Rural Labour Enquiry, 1963-65 and 1974-75.
Note: 1. ploughing

2. sowing
3. transplanting
4. weeding
5. harvesting
6. others



Women's Work and Discrimillation

. overt is by no means a problem confined to women
~hl~e ~here ~s now sufficient evidence to indicate that ",:ome?
a on ocial disadvantage when it comes to combatmg It
:~~:~ ahsP;ainful activity. During the last decade thi.s phenome-

hg b en widely noted in India and several studies, notably
non as e . . h e by now
h of the National Sample Survey OrgamsatlOn, av

t os~d d us with details of the actual levels of relative disad~an~-
provi ef women in the labour market today. Briefly, they mdl-
ages 0 d . ual and

t that (a) women are more concentrate III man ,
ca e d' T bl 1)' (b) un-
especI'ally casual activities (see Appen IX, a e, .

, . 1 t opportum-employment and seasonal variations III emp o~men dix)'
ties are more frequent amongst them (Table 2 III the Appen ,
(c) the relative wages and earnings of women are us~allY lo~er
than those of men in the same industries and ~pera~lOns (Ta :~
~ d 4 in the Appendix) ; (d) for similar qualificatIOns WOOl k
. an f k per weeearn less both because they get fewe~ hours 0 wor.
nd a lower rate per hour (see Table 5 m t~e Appendix). h n

a To a certain extent the inferior positIOn of women (8 o~e
by the above) in the present-day labour market of India c:n last
explained by the desperation of the women workers. In t e fla-

., t te of stagtwenty years growing poverty and a contmumg s a large
tion in the' economy have forced into the l~b~ur force

t
:
e

job
number of women who had neither any trammg for

market, nor any preparedness for such work. Being less trained,
less informed and more desperate than men, they were more
willing to accept the dregs of the job market. These were the
findings from a study in 1976-77 of women workers in the
unorganised sector of Calcutta. 1 Tables 6 and 7 from the
NSSO survey findings also show that the asking prices of
women for work both in their own village/town and outside
were below those of men.

However, discrimination against women in the labour market
has a long and varied history .in societies where women had
more skills at their command and played a more important role
in the economy. Available evidence over a long period consis-
tently shows that not only were working conditions worse and
the wages lower in women's jobs generally, but also that their
economic activities were more susceptible to the adverse effects
of economic change; their skills were more prone to speedy
obsolescence through technical innovation. New skills and large-
scale production organisations triggered off by forces of moder-
nisation tended to pass them by, leaving them confined to margi-
nal and traditional tasks.2 The secular trend in their employ-
ment was downward, gaining proportionately less than male
employment in the upswings and losing more in the downswings
of business cycles (Table 8 in the Appendix).

That this depressing story has been repeated systematically
over a long period of time througl1 a multiplicity of changes
in the economy and in the industrial structure appears to call
for an explanation which does not rely solely upon the peculi-
arities of the supply of labour by women. There must be factors
working on the demand side as well which obstruct women's
access to all parts of the labour market as equals of man.

Popular myths claim that the sex-wise division of labour is a
natural one based on the physiological differences between the
sexes. Women are said to be barred from certain tasks for no
other reason but that those tasks, especially tasks demanding

'Nirmala Banerjee, "Women in the Urban Labour Market" in Labour
Capital and Society, Vol. 12, April 1979, circulated as background paper
at the workshop on Women and Poverty, Calcutta, 1983.

'J.N. Sinha, India Working Process, Census of India 1961, Vol. I,
monograph no 11, GOVI. of India, 1972.
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t th and hard work, are contraindicated for women in their
s ren

g
d t' e stage In actual fact there are few societies whererepro uc IV ',' 11

oor women are exempt from hard physical labour. Especla y
fn India standard female jobs like carrying bead loads of
construc;ion material, transporting several pitcbers of wa~er over
long distances or pulling loaded band carts, all involve ngorous
physical labour and even pregnant women are seldom exempted

from this. . .
What determines the scope of women's jobs then IS .defiDltely

not tbe society's consideration for them as weak deltcate crea-
tures to be protected and saved, like the queen bee:-only for
reproduction. Available'facts indicate that there are wI~e spread
socially sanctioned prejudices about women's co.mmltment t?
the labour market, their capacity to manage compltcaled machI-
nery to make quick decisions or even to undertake steady,
reguiar work. This leads on the one hand to limiting women to
low productivity, repetitive occl1pations and on the ot~er, to
a general degradation of what are wo~en's tasks. The eV.ldenc~
for such a view comes from analySIS of the NSSO findmgs 0

" tbe All India 32nd round Survey of Employment and Unemploy-
ment conducted in 1977-783 and from the findings of several. of
our own studies of women's employment in the Bengal regIOn.
One of these surveys conducted in 1976·77 covered4 women
workers in the Unorganised Sector of Calcutta. Anothe~ was .a
study of the historical records of women's employment m tbls
region in the last two centuries.5 The third .consist~d of several
case studies of present-day export-oriented mdustnes of West
Bengal. These studies were conducted during 1982-83.6 Tbe
industries covered were garments, leather goods, prawn proces-
sing, silk reeling and electrical fans.

.National Sample Survey Organisation, Employment and UnemploY-r
ment Survey July /977 to June 1978, 32nd round; Vol. 298, Govt. 0

India, 1981. .
4Nirmala Banerjee, Warnell Workers in the Unorganised Sector, Onent

Longman, New Delhi, forthcoming. .
5Nirm::.la Banerjee, ' Women in the Labour Force-The Bengal Exper!-

ence since 1800", paper presented at the Eighth International EconomIC
History Congress,. Budapest, 1982. . .' d

6Nirmala Banerjee, The Role of Women Workers III Export Ollellte
Industries, the report of a project under the Indo-Dutch programme
submitted to ICSSR, 1983.

Forms of Discrimination and Women's Work
Two kinds of discriminatory practices in tbe labour market

can lead to women's inferior position; (a) for identical tasks
women are paid less and (b) women are confined to a limited
number of rdatively inferior tasks. Obviously, the first form of
discrimination is more blatant and implies a bigher degree of
subordination of women. In most countries the process of
discrimination is not so obvious but is done more subtly tbrough
practices of the second sort. Table 3 in the Appendix however
appears to indicate that in India for agricultural operations tbe
first kind of discrimination is still being practised. In otber words,
for identical agricultural tasks women's earnings are less than
70 per cent of the male ones.

However, the picture becomes somewhat different when one
looks at the region-wise and operation-wise figures of male and
female roles in agriculture (Table 9 in the Appendix). To start
with, within India, women's participation in agriculture is not
evenly spread over all regions. For example in 1977-78 for the
whole of India, 25 per cent of all rural women were usually
working in agriculture. But the figure differed widely betweer
different states. While only 6 per cent of West Bengal's rural
women were in agriculture the comparable figures were 43 per
cent in Maharashtra, 41 per cent in Madbya Pradesh, 37 per cent
in Rajasthan, 31 per cent in Tamil Nadu. If we leave out
women's work on their own family plots and consider only
casual labour in agriculture, we find that women casual
labourers provided about ~O per cent of the total casual labour
used in agriculture in Maharashtra, Tamil Nadu and Andhra
Pradesh but in West Bengal, Punjab and Uttar Pradesh, their
share was only abollt 12 per cent.

Again, even in states like Maharashtra and Andhra Pradesh,
women did not work on all agricultural operations. In most
regions, they did very little of the ploughing. They worked
mainly on transplanting, weeding and harvesting as well as
other manual operations like thrashing, winnowing, processing
and stocking of grain. Even in these operations, tbe picture
Was far from uniform. In Tamil Nadu women provided about
80 per cent of tbe total labour required for transplanting and



about 75 per cent of the labour required in weeding. In West
Bengal on the other hand women did only about 25 per cent of
the total transplanting work. Even within a state there were
community-wise as well as region-wise variations in what tasks
were permitted for women. Segregated data for sub-regions and
for different communities was not available. But on the whole
one would not be wrong in asuming that, at a given location,
women's tasks were usually different from those of men.
Although there may be few absolute taboos on any kind of
work in poor households, there are accepted social norms about
the division of tasks between men and women.

Again, while rates of wages-of women in agriculture were on
an average below those of men, the differences were far from
uniform in all regions. Generally, the more important the role
of women in agriculture the more unfavourable to them was
the ratio of female to male wages. The exceptions appeared to
be Madhya Pradesh where the majority of workers were tribals
and Punjab where male operations were probably mechanised.
Also, the region-wise differences in ratios of female to male
wages were particularly glaring in operations which teuded to
be women dominated in certain areas. Examples were of trans-
planting in Tamil Nadu and Andhra Pradesh and harvesting
in Tamil Nadu, Maharashtra, Andhra Pradesh and Rajasthan.'

These facts appear to indicate two things: even in agriculture
the tendency was to confine women to certain limited tasks.
Secondly, the more a task gotiidentified with women, the more
degraded it was vis-a-vis male work; the social rating of a task
was not determined by the end product, but by whether men
performed it or women.

Outside agriculture, my own findings in the studies mentioned
before indicated that in West Bengal the number of women
working in manufacturing, especially in decentralised and small
units was definitely on the increase since the 1970s. While there
were few industries where the majority of workers were women,
there were several where they were a significant section of the
work-force. Even within each such industry, the percentage of
women workers differed widely from one unit to another. And,

7Kerala is an exception for which no immediate explanation was
available.

in most units where women did work, the tasks assigned to them
were definitely distinct from those assigned to men. In other
units of that industry, where no women were employed, similar
operations were done by men. In units which employed women
for some operations, the rate of pay for these operations were
significantly lower than those for other male operations. For
example, there were both men and women who did sewing but
generally women did the ordinary stitching while men stitched
the more difficult parts such as collars and cuffs. Male wages
for sewing were higher than female earnings by 50 per cent or
more. Amongst firms making leatber goods, one firm bad male
machinists wbile several others had women machinists. Earnings
of the male ma.;::binistswere definitely bigher than tbose of
women machinists in other firms.

There were some apparent exceptions to this practice of divi-
sion of tasks by sex. For example, in our 1976-77 study of un-
organised sector workers in Calcutta mentioned before, we
found that in tbe bidi rolling industry men and women both did
identical tasks; but men got Rs 8 for 1,000 bidis plus a daily
dearness allowance while women got only Rs 3 per 1,000 bidis.
Tbere was no perceptible difference in tbe work since payment
was strictly by results after a cbeck for quality. However, while
essentially the work was the same, the main difference from tbe
point of view of employers was tbat men worked in bidi factories
while women did the same work at borne. In fact tbis industry
of Calcutta was at tbe time of tbat survey in a process of tran-
sition and employers were increasingly putting out tbe work
to cheap female labour because men workers in factories bad
got organised and bad obtained an officially fixed, fairly reason-
able piece rate for the work. Over the next few years, the
industry bas increasingly shifted production to borne-based
women workers and can now be regarded as a women's occu-
pation which apparently justified the payment of the sinificantly
lower piece rates.

We thus find two interesting aspects tbe sex-wise division of
labour. The first is tbat, at least in tbe Indian society so far,
economic activities of men and women bave always been distinct.
In tbe traditional production processes and techniques, there
were elaborate rituals and taboos which, for example, barred



women of certain regions from handling the plough or the loom.
In modern production processes this sexual division by tasks

is less obvious; it is therefore often assumed that any sex-wise
division of tasks that one may find is more of a hangover from
traditional practice rather than the result of conscious discrimina-
tion. For instance in 1977, the Planning Commission had set up
a study-group on women's employment.s Broad information
collected by the group showed that only 40 per cent of women
worked in women-dominated industries, i.e., in industries where
the majority of workers were women. On that basis the study
group arrived at the conclusion that the segregation of women in
low paid employment was no longer the rule. In actual fact,
however, if one goes deep enough into details of tasks and occu-
pations, it becomes clear that even today, in any industry what-
soever, women are to be found doing a different set of tasks than
men. Even in an industry where women are a minority in the
work-force, they are all to be found only in certain selected tasks,
tasks using very few men workers.

For example, in cotton and jute textile mills women are found
workino only on the stage of sorting out raw material-undoing
the bal:s and ginning the fibre. In the pharmaceutical industry
one often comes across pictures of pretty girls peering seriously
into test tubes; but in reality almost all women in the industry
work at the mindless task of packing and labelling products. In
the ceramics industry, women work at the stage of preparing
raw materials but once the processing gets started there is no
woman to be found amongst the workers.

The other interesting point about the sexual division of labour
is that while there is always a socially approved line demarcating
the respective tasks of men and women, this line is by no means
constant or uniform over different societies or over different
times. Tasks that are male prerogatives at one time in one
society are given to women in another and vice-versa. However,
while the allocation of jobs between men and women can and
does change through time and over-regions, it is by no means
random. There is a definite pattern behind it. Over time, it has
helped to keep women consistently in jobs where not only are

8Planning Commission, The Report of the Sub· Committee for Statistics
of Employment of Women, Cyclostyle, Govt. of India, 1977.

The Line of Demarcation
If women's work had generally been confined mainly to low

valued products or to small, segregated, mean markets, then its
relatively low valuation could have been attributed to those
factors. A section of women are indeed engaged in marginal
activities such as keeping a few poultry birds or heads of cattle,
tending small vegetable plots, collecting fuel or making cowdung
cakes, all of which partly go to increase the family's real income
and partly for local sales. Since such sales are generally also
confined to neighbourhood markets the activities yield relatively
poor returns. However, these are precisely the activities which
usually get left out of the purview of official data collection for
estimates of labour force participation or of the national pro-
duct. They are definitely not the main activities for which data
regarding sex-wise discrimination was given in Section I of this
paper.

For those women's activities which are visible to official data
collecting agencies, the discriminating line between male and
female work can seldom be ascribed to the difference in the pro-
ducts of such activities. Whether in agriculture or in manufactur-
ing, women mostly work on some particular stages in the pro-
duction process while men work on others; or their products
are similar to those produced by men, but produced with some-
what different tools. Indeed the main difference between male
and female activities which can have significant effect on their
relative productivities and hence earnings, appears to be in the
tools and technologies they use.

The tasks given to women, whether at certain stages in pro-
duction of particular goods or for different products and mar-
kets, are usually to be performed by techniques using relatively
less capital per worker than the ones that men do. The pro-
cesses they participate in tend to be more primitive, using cruder

the rates and working conditions comparatively poorer but their
employment is also less secure. In the next section, we examine
the likely nature of this dividing criterion that has persisted for
so long.



tools which are mostly worked by manual energy. As a result
production tends to be slow, and the product non-standardised.
What are called women's skills are generally ingenious ways of
substituting physical labour for capital and to get the best out of
inferior tools. The skills therefore tend to be job specific and
concentrating on small repetitive processes.

This hypothesis of relatively low capital intensity of women's
jobs has so far not been systematically explored. A broad indi-
cation in its support is the fact that in those Indian industries
where a significant percentage of workers are women, the capital!
labour ratio and the output/labour ratio are both well below the
all India all industries average.

TABLE A: INVESTED CAPITAL AND VALUE ADDI:D PER

WORKER, RATIOS IN INDIAN INDU~TRIES WITH A

SIGNIFICANT NATURE OF WOMEN WORKER, 1977-78

Invested Capital
per Worker (Rs)

Value Added per
Worker (Rs)

6,884Grain milling industries
Cocoa chocolate and sweet-

meat industries
Tobacco processing and bidi
Cotton ginning and baling
Cotton textiles
Coir and coir products
Matches
All industries

22,475
2,224
5,731

20,908
19,136
6,359

53,680

14,752
2,759
2,016

10,950
8,290
5,871

14,662

An examination of some of the traditional as well as modern
jOb-specific skills of women also points in the same direction.
Traditionally the most famous women's skill in Bengal was
of cotton spinning. Till the beginning of the 19th century, it was
acknowledged the world over that there was no yarn finer than
the one spun by Bengali women for Dacca muslins.9 Yet for

°From the board of trade records of the East India Company as quoted
by Amalesh Tripathi in Trade and Finance in the Bengal Presidency (1793-
1833), Oxford, Calcutta, 1979.
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spinning this famous yarn, the tools these spinners had were only
the "takli" and the "charka". These had not been changed or
improved for centuries although better spinning technology had
been available in other countries for several centuries,lo Because
of the crude tools, production was also uneven and not even the
best spinner could produce fully standardized yarn.l1 Even with a
full day's labour at the task a spinner could spin not more than
one and three-fourth seers of yarn per month.l2 The total supply
of yarn could not therefore be increased quickly even if demand
was increasing. It was therefore not surprising that this fabulous
skill was made quickly and totally obsolete when the new machi-
nery devised in Britain during the industrial revolution began to
spin absolutely standardised yarn at an infinitely faster speed
and on a scale which could be expanded as and when necessary.

Another well-known traditional skill of women was silk reel-
ing. Again for the indigenous silk yarn industry, women had no
tools but a rough reel made of bamboo to reel on the yarn
which they pulled out by hand and twisted on their thighs. The
rl!:sultant yarn was uneven and brittle and could not compete on
equal terms with the superior yarn produced by the filature sys-
tem when that technology was introduced in Bengal by the
Europeans at the end of 18th oentury.

What are called women's skills in the Indian economy of
today are no different in character. Their main purpose is to
use as little of capital or non-manual energy input as possible.
For example, transplanting is largely a women's job while
ploughing is not because the latter is said to require strength.
Actually, ploughing is usually done by the aid of draught animals
while transplanting is done by long hours of bending over. The
same is true in manufacturing; in a number of small workshops
we found women making glass ampoules for pharmaceuticals by
manipulating glass rods over a naked gas flame. They had no
measuring rods or even gloves to protect their hands. This

lOIrfan Habib, "Indian Textile Industry in the 17th Century," Essays in
Honour of Prof. S.C. Sarkar, ed. B. De, 1976.

lIBarun De, "An Account of the Cultivation of Cotton in Bengal," an
article in proceedings of the Indian Historical Records Commission.
Trivandrum Session, 1958.

uBuchanon Hamilton, Purnesh Report 1809-10, Patna, 1928.



work in large pharmaceutical factories is done automatically by
machine. Similarly in workshops making parts of electrical
fans, women did the job of rubbing down cast iron parts for
fan blades, rods and the balancing balls to get them smooth.
They dipped the cast iron parts in an acid SOIUl ion and then
rubbed them with sand paper. When the same task was done
in large factories it is assigned to machines and women were not
allowed on the job. The machine, whose historical cost would l?e
over Rs 25 lakhs, did the work infinitely fas:cr than the women
and the rejection rate was minimal.

Interestingly, for each of the tasks, improved mechanised tools
were available. Women's skills consisted merely in replacing
them with a much smaller input of capital and energy. The
resultant end product was sometimes inferior and often
unstandardised but generally indistinguishable in bulk from the
machine product.

Since women's skills consisted of operating without proper
tools and use of economy, the work is often physically harmful.
Spinning for the finest Dacca muslins invariably ruined the
eyesight of the spinners by tht: time they were thirty.I3 Trans-
planting rice seedlings requires constant bending over; tobacco
processing is extremely harmful to lungs. The Lucknow chicken
work, Narsapur lace making, or most embroidery work is bad
for the eyes especially in the poor lighting that the women are
allowed. In the modern electronic industry also, there is a very
high incidence of damage to eyesight of workers within three
years working in the industry.14

Use of primitive tools or reliance on manual ingenuity to an
extent which i, physically damaging are common characteristics
of many primitive skills not necessarily of women alone. Our
argument is that even in modern industries, women are seldom
employed on any so-called skilled tasks except in operations
using techniques of this kind.

Because women's skills mostly consist of capital and energy-
saving ingenuity, they are seldom found giving a definite distinc-

13Sukumar Bhattachar}a, The East India Company and the Economy
cf Bengal.

l'Barbara Ehrenreich and Annette Fuentes, "Life on the Global
Assembly Line", MS, January 1981.

tive character to the final product. Some handicraft industries
have successfully survived the onslaught of mechanisation and
other technical improvements in industrial processes. In these
cases the final product bears a mark of craftsmanship which is
treasured by the consumers and allows the slow, labour-intensive
techniques not only to survive but often to flourish. The skill of
the craftsman raises the quality of the product above that of the
outpu.t of factories geared to large-scale production. Perhaps
the sIze of the market for such specialties is so small that it
prohibits competition from industrial processes complex enough
to rival the quality of such products. Unfortunately such handi-
crafts seldom use women for the final stages of production. The
skills which sell the product are the male workers': women's
skills are limited to helping with ancillaries and are thus dis-
pensable or at least replaceable. Mill·made cloth has never really
totally replaced Indian hand looms, because the latter offered
a variety of designs, qualities, textures which mill machines
could not immitate except at great cost: but these qualities of
hand looms came from the skill of weavers; women's skill of
spinning was not obvious to the consumer and its main contri-
bution, viz., fineness of yarn was a matter of degree, not of kind.

The women's contribution to the end product is invisible
even to well-meaning policy makers became obvious in the case
of the Kashmir hand loom woollen cloth industry. In 1977
recently the Directorate of Industries, Government of Kashmir
took up a project of modernisation of the local handloom
woollen cloth industry. The main aim of the project was
obviously to improve the local economy. However the very
first step planned was to replace the hand spun yarn used by
the industry by machine spun yarn although there were 16,000
local women engaged in spinning. The Department had not
envisaged any loss of the distinct local character of the product
through that measure.

The combined result of all these characteristics is that in a
fast expanding, quality conscious market, women's skills are
about the first to be replaced since their slow unstandardised
output creates bottlenecks. In any case, their replacement by
mechanised operations does not apparently alter the end
product.



Women and Imestment
The identification of women's skills wit.h low technologies

also works in the obverse. Any time the technique of produc-
tion moves towards further mechanisation it becomes a signal
for women to be pushed out of that occupation. They are
denied both investment in physical capital for their work as well
as investment in their training for the new kind of work. This
is how Bengal's women were steadily ousted from their main
occupations over the period 1901 to 1961.15 In 1901, a quarter
of worker women of the region were in manufacturing. By
1961 this percentage was down to less than 10 and even their
absolute number had fallen drastically. Their main loss was in
food processing. At the beginning of the century, rice pounding
employed not less than 2.5 lakh women.16 When the industry
got mechanised after 192I,women lost their entire control over
it. Within the one decade between 1921 and 1931, half of the
rice pounders had lost their Occupl!tion and the trend continued
progressively as more areas took to husking rice by rice mills.

The other major group of women industrial workers to
suffer the same fate from modernisation was in textiles. The
industry began to modernise in the 1950s. As a result, women's
employment in it went down steadily from 82,000 in 1957 to
63,000 in 1965 and then 52,000 in 1970. Total employment in
the industry hovered around 11.5 lakhs throughout the
period.J7

The practices of denying women access to work on mechani-
sed processes and more sophisticated skills is as widespread
today as over before. During the 1970s, it was brought to the
notice of the Planning Commission, that in areas where agricul-
tural processes were being mechanised, public programmes for
retraining workers in the new techniques did not extend to
women even in regions where those tasks such as harvesting,

15Census Reports, Census of India, Volumes on Bengal, Bihar and
Orissa, 190[-1971.

16The figure may be considerably larger as uruged by Mukul Mukherjee
in Some Aspects of Economic Change in Bengal 1870-1930, unpublished
Ph.D. thesis submitted to University of Delhi, September 1981.

"Womell in Industry, Labour Bureau, Ministry of Labour, Govt. of
India.

winnowing, etc., had traditionally been done by women. The
same is true of other economic activities. As Table 10 in the
Appendix shows, women are in a very small minority in any of
the publicly sponsored training programmes for newly emerging
skiils. In modern industries like garments, electrical and electro-
nic goods, leather goods, etc., women were finding more scope
for employment, but in each of these industries they were to be
found concentrated in these units and operations which were
least mechanised. Moreover, there were no examples of women
workers of long standing being taught better skills or operations
on more sophisticated machines. In the garment industry
women were not being given the opportunity to learn cutting.
In the leather goods industry, for a given operation units with
more sophisticated mechaines employed men; others employed
women for that task but on cruder machines. The rule of
thumb about the sexual division of labour always appeared to
hold good.

The reason for this reluctance to let women handle machines
was not necessarily because of their lack of training. In most
modern non-traditional industries, workers had little formal
training. It was on the shop floor that they learnt to operate
machines and do skilled work. Women were no worse tban
other such workers and could in principle have been trained
similarly. The main barrier appeared to be a belief that women
could not take the responsibility. They could at best be trusted
to do routine jobs where their failures would spoil their own
work but not hold up others or ruin expensive machines. There-
fore even if they did work in mechanised factories, it was on
assembly lines where they merely feted the ongoing process
but never had controls of machines at any point.

This practice of eliminating women whenever mechanisation
takes place is the chief cause of the secular decline in the manu-
facturing employment of the Indian women between 1911 and
1961. Sinha had estimated that in that period, of all the
traditional women's jobs that had been denied to them, only 8
per cent were destroyed by obsolescence. The rest were taken
over by men mostly at the point of "modernisation."lB Tragi-



cally enough, because women's work consists mainly of the
more mindless and routine tasks, their jobs are the first to get
modernised or mechanised when technological choices expand
and market forces permit their adoption.

WomeI.l as Inferior Substitutes for Men Workers
Such a deliberate practice of discrimination on the part of

profit maximising employers for long periods of time and over
a variety of production processes cannot be explained except on
the basis of a widespread. social belief that women are inferior
as workers. The individual employer does not necessarily reason
to himself that women have no right to be treated as fully
human; but social attitudes around him portray women as
feckless, untrained imbeciles who would mess up his expensive
production set-up if they were allowed to handle it. In evidence
he has gathered all points the same way; the productivity of
female labour is low, the output variable in quality, the skills
minor and output specific. They have no talent for management
or decision making. On the basis of the information at his dis-
posal, he is acting rationally and minimising risks to his plant
and machinery in disallowing women from those jobs. That this
is the inevitable result of never using female labour in high pro-
ductivity, high skill processes is not for him to work out. The
myopia which does not allow employers to see that the very
mode of production into which women are being constrained it-
self characterises their work is once again confirmed by every
available instance of women's work. And there are no counter-
instances of women working as responsible, skilled operators
which could help to dispel this general prejudice.

Poor productivity due to poor equipment does not however
account fully for the significant differences in male and female
earnings. The problem is further compounded by certain social
attitudes which themselves arise from the long traditions of as-
sociating women with low productivity work. One of them is to
label any job that women do as being inferior to those that men
do around them. As we saw in Section II, whenever an agricul-
tural operation gets branded as a women's task, its relative wage

rate becomes particularly depressed. Alternatively, if a female
task gets a somewhat important status, then male tasks around
those tend to get automatically upgraded compared to their
status elsewhere. We found several interesting examples of
this in our industrywise study. For example in the frozen
prawn industry, grading prawns by size is a skilled job and an
important one since prices per weight of the end product
are higher for bigger size prawns. Kerala women are highly
skilled in this grading operation and are in demand all over
India wherever the industry is developing. Even West Bengal
employers bring in these skilled women from Kerala for this
work in each prawn season. These women were being paid
Rs 500 per month in 1982. This salary was considerably higher
than earnings of both women and men in other seasonal jobs
in that area. In the same plant, men were employed on unskilled
jobs of loading, unloading or washing and cleaning. Interestingly
they were also being paid similar salaries in those plants though
their alternative earnings as unskilled casual labour would
have been much lower. Since women got a higher rate, manage-
ment for reasons of industrial peace had agreed to pay men
more than their opportunity cost.

Another outcome of the prejudice is that, in general, for any
job, if men are available at the going wage and working condi-
tions they are a priori preferred to women. Employers often
say that they prefer women for certain assembly line jobs or for
several jobs which require "nimble" fingers: but generally this
is because the jobs are extremely boring or laboriously repetitive
and the employers know that men available for that work would
definitely be less attentive or regular unless they are paid a lot
more. If ever they find that men of same skills are available,
they are fast to switch over. For example, at one time small
scale units producing electrical fans used to employ women for
armature winding which happens to be a fairly skilled but labour
intensive job. After 1969, these units came under the minimum
wages agreements in the engineering industry and the rate of
payment for this job was raised considerably. The jobs then soon
passed to men even when it meant making those skilled women
unemployed. In our recent study of the industry, we found no
unit employing women for this operation though we met several
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women in the locality who had done this work ten years ago.

Cyclical Changes in Female Employment
This hypothesis that men are a priori preferred over women

can go a long way in explaining the cyclical movements
in women's manufacturing employment in India. Table 8 in the
Appendix shows that from the 1920s, in each phase of the trade
cycle, women's factory employment changed in a distinctly
different pattern from that of men. In each period of stagnation
or depression women's employment shrank in absolute numbers
while male employment rose very slowly or remained stagnant
(1923 to 1933 and again 1965 to 1968). When total employment
was growing fast, again female employment rose much slower.
This can be explained in the following terms. At the beginning
of a period of recovery, employers tend to select male labour from
the available pool of the unemployed. Later when the male
wages tend to rise because of near full employment and/or
regional bottlenecks, they start employing women because they
are willing to accept lower wage rate. Often these women are
employed not as regular employees but as casual, daily labour.
The 1946 Labour Commission had noted that even in 1943,
women were mostly working as casual and/or seasonal workers.

19

At the first sign of a downswing, the casual marginal labour is
first to be dismissed as employers try to reduce their scale of
operation. It is only at a very much later stage of the down-
swing that regular, experienced, mainly male work force faces
retrenchment. The experience of women in coal mining provides
a good case in point. At the beginning of 20th century, when
coal mining labour was generally in short supply, women and
children were in great demand for carrying coal underground.

fo

However, with the first signs of the great depression the situa-
tion had changed radically by 1929 when employment of women
in coal mines underground became illegal. Since male labour
was easily available to replace then, a quarter of women in colli-
eries lost their jobs within a year even though collieries had been

lOReport of the Labour Investigation Committee, Govt. of India, 1946.
SO(a) Bengal Labour Enquiry Commission, 1896.

(b) Indian Factory Labour Commission, Vol. III, 1908, Calcutta.
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allowed ten years' grace period to phase out existing women
employees.21 A large number of women even lost their surface
jobs in coal mines in that short period.

The rather dramatic reversal of this cyclical pattern of rela-
tive changes in male and female manufacturing employment in
the period since 1970 is not really a contradiction of our earlier
hypothesis. The recent surge in jobs for women is not in any
of the traditional industries of India. In fact even in those
older industries where a significant number of women had
been working in the past, their numbers continue to stagnate.
Women are finding employment mainly in newly growing indus-
tries like electronics and electrical goods, fine chemicals and
pharmaceuticals, garments and other fancy consumer goods, new
kinds of processing of food items such as frozen bottled and
tinned foods, jams, jellies, etc. In most of these cases the reason
why women are finding employment is either because the indus-
tries have adopted fairly labour intensive primitive techniques
for some processes or because they involve considerable amount
of repetitive mindless tasks on the assembly line. In my study of
several of these non·traditional newly growing export oriented
industries in West Bengal, I found the same thing. Indeed the
more interesting finding was that almost all the tasks that
women did were indistinguishable from some of their most
traditional tas~s. In the silk industry in their work of spinning,
technology and tools had remained unchanged for nearly
two centuries. In prawn processing, women working on cleaning
or grading prawns had always done similar work by similar
methods either as housewives or as fish sellers. Same was true
of garment making. Therefore the recent demand for their
labour in modern industries does not really mean that they are
now being absorbed in modern processes. All that it implies is
that for some reason, modern industry is adopting traditional
techniques and organisation for some processes and women are
being absorbed in those. Women may get a preference for this
because their supply price of labour for such jobs may be rela-
tively low compared to that of men who would have to learn
those skills afresh.

2lCoal Employment, Report of the Royal Commission of Labour In

India, 1931, page 113.



investment in them to eliminate such work and replace it by
machines, at first simple and later complex. Men working on
those tasks move up to better ones as technology changes.
Similarly, even in technologically advanced economies transition
to more capital intensive techniques is not smooth or evenly
spread. Some pockets always remain where work is done
by primitive technology. The garment industry of the USA was
one such pocket. Today, England has a similar fast growing
garment industry. These pockets are manned by groups not quite
assimilated in the mainstream of labour force-backs, now immi-
grants, scheduled caste or tribal people and equally important,
by women-not just of the disadvantaged groups, but also of
many other groups in the population. What is more, the barriers
of social prejudice which had kept a particular group in a socially
inferior set of jobs shift over time and those second class citizens
gradually get absorbed in the first class citizenry. For women
of all communities, however, the situation goes on unchanged
till some day the pocket itself is removed by obsolescence and
the job horizon for them shrinks further.

A plausible explanation for this situation can be found in the
general belief that a woman's primary role is that of a housewife.
Her first and foremost responsibility is supposed to be the pro-
vision to her family of all the non-marketed goods and services
which come under the general label of house-work. Any other
productive work she does is assigned a secondary role and is
supposed to be interspaced between her various household
duties.

This assumption underlies and moulds many of the social
attitudes regarding women workers. Because housework is
supposed to be a constant daily call on most of a woman's
time, she is not expected to go away from the house for long
hours on a regular basis. Hence the assumption that she would
be unfit to work in factories or other jobs which involve daily
absence of several hours from home. This does not rule out a
tradition of her working on certain time-bound and seasonal
tasks as sowing, transplanting or harvesting; but that is con-
structed as a temporary phenomenon unavoidable because the
tasks are urgent.

The assumption that a woman would be largely pre-occupied

Conclusion
The inferior position of women in the labour market is not

because they are necessarily confined to the production of in-
ferior products or to localised markets. Their major handicap in
the labour market is the identification of their work with low-
technology operations. This means on the one hand tbat in
the tasks they perform their productivity remains low. On the
other hand they remain barred from efficient, responsible roles
in the economy. And a continuous tradition of this kind of work
leads to employers being prejudiced against them if equivalent
male labour is available. Alternatively, when they do get work,
it is in operations where only their kinds of skills are applicable.

The nature of these specific women-type jobs is not determined
by any innate physiological capacity or lack of it in women as a
sex. Nor is it determined by any simplistic version of the
"Varnashram" system whereby women as a sex are considered
an inferior group in the caste hierarchy. Although Manu had
grouped women, dogs and low caste people (Shudras) together,
in reality women of higher castes do retain their higher status
over men of lower castes even in the labour market. Socially
their work is always considered as superior to that of men of
lower castes. For example even Brahmin women of Bengal were
allowed to spin thread but never to do conservancy work.

Nevertheless, whatever the social status of a particular woman's
occupation, it always has to contend with crude tools and stag-
nant technology. The distinguishing mark of all economic activi-
ties of women is the social tendency to minimise society's
commitment in the form of capital, training, energy or innvo-
vation for those jobs. However vital the role of a group of women
may be for the sustenance of their households or for the pro-
duction matrix of that sector of the economy, society continues
to assume that the worker's role is at best a temporary paliative
to be replaced by better alternatives as and when possible. .

This is not to say that men never work under similar condI-
tions with crude tools on physically debilitating or boring taskS;
but in most such cases, one finds that over time demands of
greater productivity and efficiency trigger off innovations and



with housework also accounts for the reluctance to teach her
marketable skills. Since she is expected to be only an occasional
participant in the labour ill::lrket, investment in her training is
considered a waste. She is supposed to learn household skills
such as pounding rice, cleaning fish, sewing cloths. And if
required, she can use the same skills in economic activities.
Also because of that she is not expected to devote the attention
or collect the experience necessary for her to take important
decisions regarding production processes. She can work on
assembly line, but not on designing and products or controlling
machines.

Similarly, even on a working day, woman's economic
activities are supposed to be juxtaposed with lier housework.
In other words she is expected to do both by fits and starts.
Therefore, fitting her activities with expensive tools or sources
of energy is also considered wasteful; the equipment wouid lie
idle for long hours and constant starts and stops may ruin it or
make it expensive to run.

Like any sweeping generalisation, the assumption that all
women are overwhelmingly pre-occupied with housework is
both short-sighted and grossly unfair. The myth that there is a
socially approved division of labour wherein men do economic
activities and women do housework is rarely valid. Most women
do both and bear the burden of a double day without recogni-
tion. In the Indiiln context, the boundaries of housework are
themselves not clearly defined. In most households a woman's
economic contribution is crucial for its subsistence; male
earnings alone are by no means sufficient. However because a
woman is barred from taking up regular paid work, she has to
undertake diverse activities to make good that deficit in family's
survival requirements. She adds to the real income by collec-
ting and processing fuel, fish, vegetables or fruits. She substitutes
for paid labour in activities like repairing and maintaining the
house. She also looks after small productive assets such a~
vegetable plots, poultry or cattle. She is often self·employe.
in making and selling services and goods. All of this work IS

lumped with housework and gets no recognition. It has been
mentioned before how the social accounts system continues to
ignore this work of women both in estimates of national pro-

duct and of labour force. Their families also give women no
consideration for this. In the Calcutta study of unorganised
women workers, we found that home workers got even less
help with household duties than other women who went o.ut to
work.

Also, even if all women's work is categorised all housework,
it still does not by itself explain why soeiety should undervalue
it as compared to men's work. That technique and tools used
in women's jobs seldom change for the better even when the
rest of the economy modernises, or that women's work is always
paid less than men's work must be because of another equally
powerful, social myth that women are basically inferior beings
and their labour and effort is less valuable than men's. Unless
one admits the widespread prevalence of that belief, the discri-
mination against women in the labour market cannot ultimately
be fully explainecL



TABLB 1: DISTRIBUTION OF WORKU,G PERSON-DAYS IN (000) PER DAY OF PERSONS AGE 5 AND AnOVE ny

TYPE OF ACTIVITY, INDUSTRY AND SEX

Manual Non-manual Total

Male Female Male Female Male Female

Agriculure
In own (92.93) (56.44) (7.07) (43.56) (100.00) (100.00)

household 640,55 14,416 48,705 11,127 689,280 25,543
(71.14) (15.43)

As regular (96.82) (97.82) (3.18) (2.18) (100.00) (100.00)
employees 63,432 7,396 2,083 165 65,515 7,561

(6.76) (4.57)
As casual (98.73) (99.35) (1.27) (0.65) (100.00) (100.00)

workers 211,414 131,555 2,727 862 214,41 132,417
(22.10) (80.00)

968,936 165,521
Total (100.00) (100.00)

Non-Agriculture

In own (69.19) (80.05) (30.21) (19.45) (100.00) (l00.00)
household 98,226 36,561 42,517 8,830 140,743 45,391

(51.54) (57.52)
As regular (51.24) (67.44) (48.76) (32.56) (100.00) (100.00)

employees 41,489 9,028 39,482 4,364 80,971 13,387
As casual (96.40) (97.82) (3.60) (2.18) (100'00) (100'00)

workers 49,501 19,700 1,850 440 51,351 20,140
(18.8l) (25.52)

273,065 78,918
(100.00) (100.00)



TABLE 2: AVERAGE NUMBER OF DAYS UNEMPLOYED PER WEEK FOR PERSONS OF AGE 5 AND ABOVE IN THE
LABOUR-FoRCE (CURRENT WEEKLY ACTIVITY)

Rural Urban
Sub-round

Female Male FemaleMale

1 0.5 0.5 0.7 1.0

2 0.5 0.5 0.7 1.0

3 0.5 0.6 0.6 0.9

4 0.5 0.7 0.6 0.9

Combined 0.5 0.6 0.6 Q.9

TABLE 3: AVERAGE WAGE EARNING (Rs 0.00) PER DAY RECEIVED BY CASUAL WAGE LABOURERS BY
AGE-GROUP, TYPE OF OPERATION AND SEX fOR RURAL AND URBAN AREAS

Industry and
Operation

Rural Urban

Age-Group All Ages Age-Group All Ages
(15-59) (15-59)

Male Female Male Female Male Female Male Female

2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9

(73.8) (74.6)
3.89 2.87 3.85 2.87

(62.4) (61.9)
4.04 2.52 4.04 2.50

(72.8) (72.9)
3.90 2.84 3.87 2.82

(66.5) (66.7)
3.40 2.26 3.33 2.22

(74.1) (73.2)
3.90 2.89 3.84 2.81

Agriculture (0)
1. Ploughing



2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9

6. Other (manual) (67.8) (68.5)

3.82 2.59 3.71 2.54

7. Other (non.manual) (70.6) (70.3)

3.54 2.50 3.30 2.32
All Combined (69.3) (69.2)

3.81 2.64 3.73 2.58 4.47 2.81 4.38 2.79

Non.Agricultural-

Activities (1-9)

8. Manual work in non 5.26 2.84 5.12 2.74

agriculture
9. Non-manual work in 5.22 2.60 5.08 2.60

non-agricultural activities
6.57 3.12 6.29 2"99

All Combined 5.26 2.83 5.12 2.74

Source: Sarvakshana, Vol. V, Nos. 2 & 3,1981: Tables 42(R) and 42(U) P.SP. 63-166.

TABLE 4: AVERAGE WAGE/SALARY EARNINGS (Rs. 0.00) PER DAY RECEIVED BY REGULAR WAGE/SALARIED
EMPLOYEES (31 AND 71) BY SECTOR (INDUSTRY OF WORK, SEX AND AGE-GROUP)

lndutry &
Sector

Age-Group
(15.59)

Age-Group
(I5-59)

o
i-9

3.91
10.49

5.62
14.80

5.19
9.25

3.94
8.05

3.56
10.14

3.71
7.28

6.28
15.10

5.32
9.87



TABLE 5: WEIlKLY EARNIl'\GS AND PBRCENTAGE OF WORKING DAYS OF MALE ANt> FEMALE LABOUR FORCE

URBAN ALL INDlA-1972-73

Average Weekly Female Hours Worked as Column 6 as
General-cum-Technical Earnings Earnings Percentage of Percentage of

Education Group as % of Total Available Column 5
Male Work Hours per

Earnings Week

Male Female Male Female

1 2 3 4 5 6 7

1. Illiterate 29.53 14.41 48.80 91.48 81.60 89.20
2. Illiterate with some

technical training 59.75 27.21 45.54 99.69 66.67 66.88
3. Literate but below Primary

level or with Primary
Education 68.30 19.17 28.07 92.20 80.13 86.91

4. Literate or with Primary
Education and with some
Technical Training 66.13 50.53 76Al 94.51 71.20 75.34

5. Middle Education 47.12 33.91 71.96 89.16 69.54 77.99
6. Middle Education with

some Technical Training 67.41 50.18 74.44 85.84 69.75 81.26

Source: Table (5) and Table (3) of the Survey on Employment and Unemployment, National Sample Survey, 27th round October
1912 to September 1973, 255/10~series.

TABLE 6: ALL INDIA (RURAL)

Usually Work- Usually
Workers Usu- Workers Usu- Usually in Usually in Usually Engaged
ally in House- ally in House- Wage Em- Wage Em- ing as Casual Unem- in Do-
hold Enter- hold Enter- ployment ployment Workers in ploy~d mestic Total
prise Seek- prise Seek- or Bondage Seeking Any Farm or Seekmg Work
ing Agri. ing Non-agri. Seeking Non-agri. Non-farm Any and
Work. Work Agri. Work Work Occupution. Work Gather-

ing etc.

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8

Want to work in (M) 37.36 27.52 33.54 24.35 33.84 15.70 55.80 32.14

77.46 70.62 62.17 56.43 78.13 6494
village/town only (F) 75.99 84.84

Rs 3.00 wiling to
work at Rs 3.00 or

22.06 8.35 45.54 18.78
below in own (M) 18.99 9.54 22.69 7.87

(F) 60.90 36.65 47.08 44.58 57.09 35.49 47.78 53.75
village/town only

3.00+3.01-5.00
willing to work at

33.39 70.46 36.19 80.13 60.35
Rs 5.00 below in (M) 57.01 39.31 63.60
own village/town (F) 90.85 78.92 87.51 78.58 86.32 68.81 99.58 85.98

Required Rs 5.00
or above to work

28.70 59.26 10.93 34.85
in own village/ (M) 29.66 64.58 27.99 62.33



1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8

town only (F) 6.88 12.30 12.86 20.26 7.08 29.56 7.37 10.05

Willing to work at
Rs 3/- or below
outside own village/ (M) 124 1.40 4.19 1.24 5.26 2.04 10.26 3.51

town only (F) 7.72 4.60 4.12 7.05 11.90 10.24 7.78 10.51

Willing to work at
Rs 5/- or less
outside own (M) 11.52 10.30 20.53 6.59 23.52 18.21 27.01 17.64

village/town only (F) 17.52 18.06 16.93 16.03 26.12 21.02 14.12 22.84

Requires Rs 5/- or
more to work
outside own (M) 48.75 76.84 45.99 69.06 42.65 72.79 16.96 50.06

village/town only (F) 7.39 21.19 5.61 13.41 9.07 24.68 6.73 10.18

Source: Sarvakshna, Vol. V, Nos. 1 & 2, July-Oct. 1981, Table 46, P.S. 173-76.

TABLE 7: ALL INDIA (URBAN)

Worker Usu- Workers Usu- Usually in Usually in Usually Work- Usually Usually
ally in House- ally in House- Wage Em- Wage Em- ing as Casual Unem- ~ngaged
hold Enter- hold Enter- ployment ployment Workers in played In Do~e-
prise Seeking prise Seeking or Bondage Seeking any farm or Seeking stlC Total
Agri. Work Non-agri. Seeking Non-agri- Non-farm any Work

Work Agriculture culture Occupation Wi k and
Work Work or Gather-

ing etc.

2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9

Want to work in (M) 32.83 29.22 26.93 31.79 36.61 26.89 48.98 31.62
village/town only (F) 85.38 67.75 45.00 67.70 69.64 63.97 84.87 69.80

Rs 3/- Willing to
work at Rs 3/- or
below in own (M) 4.14 1.93 12.27 4.13 7.38 3.28 22.95 4.84

'village/town only (F) 57.63 25.37 75.00 27.51 54.02 15.59 21.23 30.90

3.00 +3.01- 5.00
Willing to work at
Rs 5/- below in own (M) 35.92 15.20 52.00 19.37 37.99 21.95 51.02 27.23
village/town only (F) 88.14 59.15 75.00 54.87 92.44 42.35 56.03 63.20



2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9

Required Rs 5/- or
above to work in
own village/town (M) .60.58 78.17 46.40 76.35 60.86 76.96 48.98 .70.25
only (F) 8.90 3333 25.00 41.65 15.31 57.12 28.28 35.70

Wilfi~g \0 work at
Rs 3/- or below
outside own vi~lage/ (M), 0.94 0.29 2.13 0.37 1.09 0.60 0.72
tewn only (F) 4.45 4.62 30.00 0.70 5.30 1.45 2.34 3.00

Willing to work at
, Rs 5/- o~ less out-
side own vil1a~e/ (M) 4.29 3.03 18.95 3.78 11.47 4.97 10.20 6.97,
town only (F) 9.32 12.86 55.00 10.12 17.50 6.85 684 10.90

Requires Rs 5/. or
more to work out-

'side own village/ (M) 63.04 67.76 53.60 64.37 54.20 70.35 40,.82 62.67
town only (F) 5.30 ,19.38 22.33 11.14 29.54 8,.18 18.50

Source: Sarvekshana, Vol. V, Nos. 1 & 2, July-pct. 1981, Table j6~ ~.S. 173-76.
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On the Issue of Underenumeration of Women's
Work in the Indian Data Collection System

Although statistical records about the Indian economy are 5till
far from adequate, there is now a history of over a hundred
years of official attempts of obtaining an estimate of the total
number of economically active population in the country. Ever
since its inception in 1972, the decadal population census system
of India had continuously tried to categorise tbe total population
into those with income earning activities and those without.
These attempts were further refined by the 1961 Census when,
for the first time was introduced the concept of a worker, i.e., a
person engaged in a socially productive activity, whether
income-yielding or not. Since 1950 the Indian National Sample
Survey (NSS) has also been collecting similar information about
participation in work or economic activity (whether gainful or
not) through repeated sample surveys. Apart from other offi-
cial data collection systems, these two, the population census
and the NSS will continue to be important and regular sources
of this information by sex, region and age for the Indian
population.

The adequacy of the conceptual framework and procedure
adopted by data collection agencies in collecting information
about the extent of economic activities especially of the female
population has always been a matter of academic concern. The
debate has gained special importance in the last decade not only
in the developed countries but also in the Third World and
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especially in India. . I
OBi . I Indian statistics! indicate that women contmue t~ ag

behin~l~en in all spheres of lif~-:-~ocial, political and es.peclally

. Thel'r economi" actlvltles appear to be consIderablyeconomIC. ~ 's
ess im ortant than those of men. In recent ye~r~, w?m~n

I artici Pation in the labour force ~t~e standard statistIcal md,ca-
~or of ~he extent of economic actIVIty) has never been mor~ than
28 cent of total female population. However, there IS n?w
co~~~erable literature, especially by feminist auth.ors, argum,g
that these figures do not reflect the full extent ~f ~ndJan .women s
involvement in productive activities, both wlthm ~h~lr ho~e.
holds and outsid..: in the wider economy. T~ls IS so, t ey
argue because the concepts, measures and techmques used .by
these data collection systems are not appropriate for t~~ ~ndla~
't t' n 2 Customs and traditions about sexual dIVISIOn 0

Sl ua 10 . bl . t' th t a
labour place women in such an unfavoura e. sltua Ion a
large part of their work bypasses the perceptlo~ of men ~nd

n This lack of perception is reflected also 10 the de~lgn
worne . h'l h t gIves
of the data collection machinery so that w let e .sys em
satisfactory results for men, it fails singularly 10 the case of

women.s . .
In view of these repeated references in vanous natIOnal ~nd

international forums to the faults of the India~ data collection
system with regard to women's work, the questIOn needs care-
ful scrutiny and study. What makes the ~roblem ev~~ ~ore
interesting is the fact that in spite of these wld(spr~a~ cntlCISmS,
the Indian data collection system stands on a dl~tlOCtly b~tter
footing as compared to other Third World co.un.trles, especially
those countries where there are cultural restnctlOns on women
disclosing their participation in productive ~ork .done. both for
the household and for the society.' This Issue IS raIsed here

lWomzn's Activit'es in Rural India Part I : ~tlfdy R~p~Jrt. Nat~~~~
Sample Survey Organisat~on, Department of Statistics, Mmlstry of
Ding, Government of India, June 1981. Delhi

IAmartya Sen, Employment Techonology and Development,
Oxford Universit.y Press, 1975. . st

8Devaki Jain and Malini Chand, Institute of. Social ~tu~hes Tru ,
Report Oil A Time Allocation Study-1st MethodologIcal Impllcatlolls. d'

'Helen Ware, "Women & Work: A Background Note" circ~agel~i.
the Technical Seminar on Women's Work and Employment, Ne
April 1982.

because in some of the national and international gatherings
organized to discuss women'3 questions in developing countries
and gaps in their data base, India's distinctly different position
is seldom highlighted. Tasks formulated there are often consi-
dered equally applicable to all third world countries including
India. Very little is said about the fact that even the relatively
sophisticated Indian data system sometimes fails to capture all
the relevant work sitautions particulrarly of women and children.
What this implies is that the existing system, however refined,
may have inbuilt problems for dealing with work situations that
are common to all backward, especialIy, rural economies. The
entire system needs to be suitably reconstructed and adapted to
the conditions of each country.

Tn this paper we shall briefly bring together several aspects of
this question with a view to place the subject matter of the
debate in proper perspective. This would help in formulation
of a few operationally feasible corrective measures.

In section two we shall try to itemise the different types of
work situations that women fa:e either perforce or according
to their free will : we also discuss the problems that statistical
operations face in identifying each one of them. The causes
responsible for enumeration of women's work can then be
clearly indicated.

In section three, some of the critical views regarding the gaps
or procedural inadequacies of the existing data colIection system
in India are presented and they have been examined in the light
of categories and concepts indicated in section two. The process
and direction of rethinking currently initiated in this country
and also abroaj towards building up reasonably adequate
statistical standards and procedures particularly for collection
of data on women's work will be outlined in the concluding
section.

What Constitutes Women's Work?
Any difference of analytical significance between men's work

and women's work cannot be clearly understood unless a critical
analysis of the pattern and conditions of their work is mac'e 5

'Vibhuti Patel and Maitreyi Krishnaraj, "Domestic Work: Problnms
and Perspective." Technical Seminar on Women's Work and Employment,
April 1982.



A basic difference observed in the work style practised by
women and men is that, while women predominantly work
indoors, men spend the major part of their working time in
outdoor work. In other words, the former's work is essentially
restricted to the private sphere of "households" while the latter
in the main, work outside the "household" boundary. This is
not to say that women do not perform any outdoor work or
men do not perform any indoor work within the private sphere
of household. It is only that the respective domains of work
of women and men, i.e., where they spend the major part of
their working time are different. The choice of the domain of
work, particularly for women, does not in the main, rest on
their free will ; it is primarily the result of relegation by tradi·
tion of the responsibility of house-making or house· keeping
work (often t~rm ~d "housework" or "domestic work") to
women in almost all societies.

Moreover, all underdeveloped countries including India are
marked by the predominance of agriculture and household· based
production units where there is non-wage employment of family
members. This is especially true of the subsistence or non-
market part of such productive activities. In these household
economic units, work for generation of output and income is
divided amongst men and women according to some set
patterns. While these patterns of division of labour between
men and women are not identical in all regions within India,
there is a general tendency to assign to women roles which can
be suitably combined with household tasks which are regarded
all their primary responsibility. Therefore their productive
tasks tend to be mainly confined to the private, indoor domain
of the household. Also their participation in household pro-
ductive a;tivities is likely to be intermittent, casual and often
marginal. This is generally true though at times, especially in
the busy seasons of agriculture, women are required to bear
the full load a day's productive work along with or at some
sacrifice of their regular household tasks including care of
children and the aged.

Invisibility of Women's Work
On a careful study of women's work pattern, what appears to

be striking is their ingenious technique of combining the two
distinct types of activities, housework and productive work.
However, because house-keeping work keeps women occupied
for much longer hours in a day, often the other productive or
gainful part ofthe total work burden is lost sight of. Not only
is this productive part of their daily activities often invisible to
the outsider, i.e., to the statisti.;al enumerator, but also to the
male and even female members of the household themselves.
The tasks appear to be small and not worth attaching separate
identity, not to speak of value to them. This element of
invisibility associated with women's 'prod uctive work' is an
important reason for its under enumeration and under valuation.

While household based production may also in some cases
mean that men too work within the household, there is much
less chance of their being left out of the labour force by the
statistical enumerator because, by convention, they are expected
to be engaged in income earning activities, and also because
their productive work pattern is usullly continuous and in full
sight of others. Some of their work on household tasks such
as repairing, dwellings or collecting fuel and fodder may go
unrecorded ; but by and large they are not likely to be left out
of the ranks of economically active population.

The broad outline of women's work pattern as described
above is still the dominant one on tbe Indian scene and parti-
cularly in the rural areas; other variants of the pattern are also
observed. However, in metropolitan cities and large urban
areas, income and ontput earning pursuits are almost the same
for men and women because most workers are wage and salary
earners. One should not however miss the significant point that
in such areas, the proportion of women participating in income
and output earning work is itself extremely low. And notwith-
standing this similarity of work pattern, the urban women also
bear the major responsibility for housekeeping work. Thus
they also carry the double burden of housework and productive
work in the same manner as women in rural areas. The only
difference is that the problem of invisibility is not that marked
as the quantum of productive work performed within the house-
hold is relatively much smallar in urban areas.



Low Asset Base and Perception of Work
The invisibility issue discussed above becomes especially

important in the non· marketed or subsistence sector where out-
put generated in household-based units of production is not sold
or exchanged in the market but is directly consumed by the
household. The subsistence sector, whose existence is also an
indicator of underdevelopment, comprises of households with a
low asset base, be it land area or cattle or spindles. Because of
the small size of the asset base, the household normally does
not think of generating marketable surplus; whatever is pro-
duced there generally goes into household consumption.
Because total productive work input of household members
will b~ much less in such households as compared to that in
households having a larger asset base, the contribution of women
members of households as panicipants in generating this non·
marketed product can only be smail in absolute size, however
crucial it might be to the survival of the household. The
separate identity of this marginal work, which in major cases is
performed only intermittently together with women's other
work of housekeeping, is more often likely to be lost in reckon-
ing. In effect the work also become~ "invisible."

Subsidiary Productive Work
This invisibility question may once again appear in predomi·

nantly wage or salary earning households, which, besides the
house site, some land utilised only as a kitchen garden, or for
keeping a few poultry birds, a cow, a buffalo or a few goats.
Products accruing from either one or all of these assets are often
not ev~n adequate for satisfying the needs of the household
itself. Compared to the mlin work related to wage/salary
elrnings by the men and to housekeeping by the women, work
performed in such subsidiary productive activities both by men
and women will be so small and marginal as to be totally ignored
for separate identification; most probably women's participation
in these productive activities will be taken as integral part of

the "housework" and wil1 not be counted as "work". Men's
participation in wage/salary earning will necessarily be their
major work and will obviously be counted as "work" in statisti-
cal enumeration.

The most interesting part of the story is that women them-

selves will most probably agree with this kind of assessment by
. the statistical enumerator of their contribution towards the

productive activity pursued in the household. In other words,
their perception of their own role may be no different than that
of the men or of the statistical enumerator. This is the main
crux of the perception problem confronted by the fndian data
colllection system.

Categories of Women's Work Situations
In view of the foregoing discussion, we have attempted a

categorisation of women's partly by the work content of each
task but also by the situation in which the tasks are performed.
The same task, be it of cultivation or of processing the output
or helping in a family enterprise, can be IT ore or less visible and
amenable to enumeration depending on (a) whether it is per-
formed for wage or not, (b) the extent of time regularly allotted
to it, and (c) also on the relative value of its output to the
household. Several tasks are found in more than one of our
categories precisely because in different circumstances there are
more or less chances of their being invisible. This kind of
listing should be of some help to finding a way of bringing into
the statistical net a larger part of women's productive work that
now goes unnoticed.

In this categorisation, we have not gone by the usual proce-
dure of classification according to "work" and "non-work" as
done in the census or according to "labour force" and "not· in-
labour force" as done in the NSS. We have adopted a simple
procedure of classification of all the different items of work tbat
women normally perform both inside and outside the house-
hold. However, while we aim at presenting a list which broadly
includes all t) pes of women's work it is proper to mention here
that the most important work of "reproduction" has not been
included. In no data collection system is this work brought
under the coverage of either productive or unproductive work.
The category-wise list of women's work is given in Table 1.
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TABLE 1

Category Description
of

category

(1) (2)

A Household chores in
own household

B Pseudo household
chores : activities
which belong to the
primary or secondary
production sector but
are performed solely
for consumption with-
in own household.

(3)

(i) Sweeping, cleaning o~ residential
house and its surroundIngs.

(ii) washing-clothing and utensils of
household.

(iii) cooking (including grinding of
grain, pulses, cutting of vegetables,
fruits etc.) for household members
and guests.

(iv) child care. .
(v) attending to old, disabled and dise-

ased members of household.
(vi) fetching drinking water for house-

hold use.
(vii) collecting fuel and firewood for

household use.
(viii) purchases of grocer~e~, garments

and household necessities. .
(ix) sewing and mending of c!othmg,

for household use.
(x) tutoring of household children: .
(xi) observance of social and religIOUS

duties. .
(xii) own schooling and attending to hi-

gher studies, training, etc.
(i) preparation rice, flour etc. from

paddy, wheat and other cer~aJs.
(ii) pounding of rice, pulses, SPIC~Setc.
(iii) milking of cows for productl~n of

milk for household consumptIOn.
(iv) attending to household cattle.

(v) preparation of ghee, butter, curddpanir etc. exclusively for househol
consumption. k' g

(vi) papad, achar, sauce, pic~le ma In
for household consumptIOn. for

(vii) attending to household po~ltry for
production of eggs exclufilVely
household consumption.

Work in household culti-
vation or other enter-
prises for the production
of goods or services solely
for household consump-
tion.

(viii) manufacture of chira, muri and
similar other products from rice
and other cereals, pulses, etc.

(ix) helping male members of household
in minor construction, repair of
own house and caltlesheds, such as
thatching of roof, construction of
fencing. etc.

(i) substantive participation in terms
of considerable time spent in the
production process.

(ii) only intermittent, casual or seaso-
nal participation in the production
process by extending a helping
hand to the male members of the
household.

(i) substantive participation in terms
of considerable time spent in the
production process.

(ii) only intermittent, casual or seaso-
nal participation in the production
process by extending a helping hand
to the. male members of the house-
hold or by working only part-time.

(i) only part-time work done.
(ii) full-time work done.

(iii) intermittent and casual participa-
tion as exchange labour in others'
enterprises.

(i) part or full-time participation in
the work of the profession depen-
ding on its nature.

Work in howehold culti-
vation or other enter-
prises for the production
of goods and services
mainly to be sold in the
market but also partly
consumed in house-
hold.

Probable Sources of Underenumeration
In our search for locating the sources of underenumerat;on,

We would at the outset dismiss the notion that there is any
conscious motivation which guides either the census or the NSS

Work done for others in
cultivation of any other
enterprise for produc-
tion of goods and ser-
vices in lieu of wages or
salaries or exchange of
services.

F Work done essentially
outside the household to
persue one's own indepen.
dent profession.

G Search for work
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to formulate their concepts and/or data collection techniques
in a manner that hinders proper enumeration of women's v:ork.
No doubt tbere are leakages in their conceptual frames. In fact
we shall in due course identify some of those leakages. However,
it is worthwhile to emphasize that neither the loose use of the
term "male bias" against the entire data system, nor a stance
of total complacence about the perfectness of the census and
the NSS system can be considered a scientific appro~ch towards

I 'ng the problem. We do not like to treat perception problemso VI d" 1
and 'bias' on the same plane as they describe two Istmct y
separate situations. On the other han~, to ac~ieve perfect~on
in recording human behaviour, particularly 10 a developmg
economy like India is an almost impossible task.

In all countries whatever their socio-cultural patte:ns, once
women and men attain workable age, (tb.i~ age ~anes fro~
country to country according to the prevaIling soc~o·economiC
conditions obtaining in those countries), they start domg work for
themselves their own families (or in a stricter sense household),
their kith ~nd kin and lastly the society. ~ere the term "~or~"
has a wider cO:1Dotation to mean both SOCially useful (or .frUlt-
ful") work and also work performed for the. product!o.n of
goods and services (which is labelled as produ~tive or g.a1Oful
work). It is well known that all fruitful work IS not consldere~
productive. Productive or "gainful. work" ~~y furthe~" be split
up into two categories: one which has use valuv . and t~le
other which has "exchange value". While the latter. IS ~asI1Y
amenable to evaluation with the usual tools of e~onoml~ s~lence,
the former is no1.6 This dichotomy is relevant 10 expla1DlDg the
differences in the definition of work by the census. a~d ~y the
NSS. In case of some work, only use value cntenon IS used
while in other cases exchange value criterion is used.

womell's work. Neither in the "Instructions Il>f Enumerators"
issued by the census administration nor in the "Instructions to
Investigators" issued by the NSS, does one find any attempt to
clearly and unambiguously define "housework" and this creates
a lot of confusion in using the terms "housework" or "domestic
work" etc. But on the whole, the definition of "work" provided
for in the said instructions, by implication, suggests that within
the broad category "housework", they want to include only the
washing-cleaning-cooking drudgeries normally performed under
all circumstances by Indian women. In spite of the gradual
increase of hired help in the relatively affluent Indian house-
holds, these tasks are predominantly performed by women with-
in the private sphere of the household. Conventionally, in all
countries those who are engaged in housework to the exclusion
of all other activities are not included in the labour force. Nor
is the value of their product included in the total national
product, Following that convention, items included in category
A of Table I are those household tasks which are definitely
intended to be excluded from enumeration of work by both
agencies, the census and the NSS. This is a concrete case not of
underenumeration, but of nonenumeration by official policy.

In recent years, writings on women's issues have raised ques-
tions about the justification in treating all housework as non-
cCJllomic activity.7 Even in this country some leading econo-
mists have strongly argued in favour of a meticulous enumera-
tion of "housework" in terms of time spent daily by women
for such work, and have suggested methods for evaluation of
those work items in monetary terms. The matter still remains
unresolved since others have raised questions about the feasi-
bility of such exercises under the prevailing structure of the
Indian economy. Apart from the theoretical issues involved, the
measurement of labour force has also to be synchronised with
the computation of national product and official decisions to
change the conceptual framework of both the data systems have
to be taken together. Otherwise, there will be serious inconsis-
tencies in estimates of labour force and of the value of their

Housework .' d under
Of the categories listed in Table I, Items of work IIste h

category A called "housework" are by definition treat~d bO~
in the census and the NSS as non-work and thus stral~htw ~
considered not relevant for the purpose of enumeratIon 0

W k" Technical
'Swapna Mukhopadhyay, "The Nature of Household. or ii 1982.

Seminar on Women's Work and Employment, New DeIhl, Apr

'Gita Sen, Changing Definitions of Women's Work-A Study of the
Indian Census: Paper contributed to the Golden Jubilee Symposium on
Women, Work and Society, New Delhi, September 1982.



total product.
Nevertheless, we still feel that there is need to disaggregate

the different tasks that are lumped together under the category
housework and to estimate the relative time spent on each by
women. There is no reason why the national data collecting
systems cannot, with reasonable accuracy, collect such infor-
mation for a week or a day on a sample basis. This is essential
if we are ever to recognise the extent of women's participation
in housework which limits "their access to education, employ-
ment and participation in public life through curtailing their
time and mobility" and may also have an "adverse effect on
women's health". The recent attempts of the NCAER in this
direction are particularly welcome and we look forward to their
results.

So far we have discussed about the most important non-
enumerated women's work, i.e., "housework". Added to this
category of non-enumerated activities are activities like begging,
rent receiving, soliciting, attending educational institutions;
these activities are also considered non-economic by the Indian
data collection system. This procedure is not peculiar to the
Indian system alone: but clubbing "house work" with these
kinds of activities may justifiably be questioned in the Indian
context because of the major role of "housework" in women's
lives under Indian conditions.

"Productive" Activities
If we attach some value to the general belief that women in

general, excepting a small proportion of them in urban areas
are "overworked rather than underemployed", then it is diffi-
cult to establish that non-enumeration of "housework" is the
sole cause for the generation of a considerably low "work force"
or "labour force" participation rates of Indian women. We
have to look for other sources of enumeration errors.

Of the other categories of work in Table I, sections E an~ F
are the two problem. free areas for the purposes of enumeration
of women's work. Since work in question is carried out by
women outside the household in lieu of wages or salaries, ~h.e
enumerator has no difficulty in identifying such work; no inVISI-
bility question is involved. Also when women members of the
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househould have secured the freedom to work outside, male
respondents will hardly find any justifiable reason to suppress
information in this regard from the enumerator. Thirdly, regar-
ding the type of women's work performed in exchange of wage
Or salary, both male and female members of the households
have no divergent perceptions. Therefore, in this area of
women's work, exclusion of any work items from enumeration
is hardly possible if the enumerators can reach the proper house-
hold and find out the appropriate persons there to respond
their questions.

Therefore, one has to scan items of work listed under cate-
gories B, C and D presented in Table I to locate the probable
sources of underenumeration of women's work. Of these three
categories again, the relatively hazy area is that covered by cate-
gories Band C which are performed in the non-marketed or
subsistence sector of the economy: the product or services gene-
rated in this sector are totally consumed by the household.
Because of the nature and condition of women's work obtaining
in this set or, it is most likely to be the key area where the extent
of underenumeration is maximum.

Unpaid Work
Some researches hold that, the main reason for underenume-

ration is the "unpaid" nature of most of the productive activities
done by women in their own household cultivation and other non-
cultivating enterprises. B They claim that such activities generally
remain "invisible" either because they are not adequately repor ..
ted by male respondents or they are not adequately identified by
the interviewer. We feel hesitant to entertain this view without
reservation about unpaid work in general. At least in category
D, this should not be the case, both in the census or in the
survey operations of the NSS, special efforts have been made
all through to net in this category of work. In the earlier census
operations when a hybrid income cum· work concept was in use,
some of the "unpaid" family workers might have been over-
looked in enumeration. Even then instructions were to include

IS. Ramachandran, "Methodology for Valuating Women's Contribu-
tion to Economic Activities", paper contributed to the Technical Seminar
on Women's Work and Employment, New Delhi, April 1982.



"unpaid family worker" as a special case even though no income
accrued to the worker for the performance of such work. How-
ever, since the adoption of the "work concept" since 1961
Census and subsequent improvements made on it for the 1981
Census, there is apparently little scope for exclusion of work of
the "unpaid" type from enumeration of women's work in the
Indian Census. There is however still some confusion about such
work in households producing solely for own consumption
which we have discussed later.

In the NSS also right from the beginning when it started
collecting information on economic activity, "unpaid" family
workers are being enumerated. Various titles have been used to
identify the category, such as "unpaid household enterprise
worker" or "unpaid helper". By and large, a consistency in the
estimates of this "unpaid" type of productive work had been
observed in the published results. It is only in the recent rounds
of NSS (the 27th and 32nd rounds), that one finds a noticeable
fluctuation in the estimates of "unpaid helpers". This has
happened because of the adoption of an altogether different
definition for the 32nd round of the NSS survey. This new defi-
nition attempted to separate, amongst the usual unpaid helpers
in the household farm and enterprise, those who have owner-
ship rights in such farm or enterprise from others who have no
such right. This was done with a view to treat the former as
"self-employed" in farm or 'enterprise and the latter as "unpaid
helpers". For men, there probably was no enumeration err~r
since the total of the estimates of "self-employed" and "unpaid
heJpels", remained by and large of the same order. For women,
however the 32nd round estimate of "unpaid helpers" bas
drasticaliy gone down. Thus the introduction of the definition
has created some special problems for the NSS but this cann?t
be attributed to slackening of alertness in capturing the "unpaid
family workers" in the NSS investigation. The reason for t~le
confusion may be ambiguity regarding women's title to family
assets.

UnderenumeratioD because or Lack of Perception of Workers
We have labelled work-items listed under category B of Tabl~

I as "pseudo- housework" only to emphasize that these items. 0

work should all be considered as productive work in collectlOg
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data on economic activity by both the census and the NSS and
.also for constructing national accounts. However even if
d~finitions of work to include there are adopted, they may still
miss enumeration because they are treated as part and parcel of
hou~ework by the members of the household themselves.
Their separate eotity is seldom recognised by men or women
who perform them. As a result while reporting as respondents
household members, whether males or females, normally merg~
these work-items with "housework" and only "housework"
gets recorded in the census or the NSS field records. There
are numerous examples of this especially in the rural Indian
scheme: preparation of rice from paddy, attending to domestic
cattle producing ~ small quantity of milk and manufacturing of
butter, ghee, lassl, curd, buttermilk only for household consum-
ption, feeding a couple of poultry birds which produce a few
eggs which are consumed by household members or even
participation in minor construction or repairs of residential
hou~e, ~ow sh~ds, etc. These tasks are not considered a job
qU~I1[atlvely dIfferent from the usual waShing, cleaning, cooking,
chIld care drudgeries performed by women, because after all
these activities remain confined within the private sphere of
household and meet only household needs.

We also saw before that some tasks of category B and also of
C and 0 [especially C (ii) and D (ii) level] to escape notice
because: (a) Value of such productive work is small in absolute
terms; (b) Relative to housework, the tasks take only a small
part of the working time and attention.

.However foolproof a statistical kit one may use, these tasks
WIll.go .unenumerated unless a thorough and in-depth probing
equlry IS pursued to cull them out from "housework" and to
enumerate them separately. Given that census enumeration is
cond.ucted by a team of ad· hoc enumerators and that normally
the tIme spent for enumeration is very short, it wiII be unfair to
expect in·depth probing from census operations. And, even if
~rrangements for the required in-depth probing are made either
III the census or in a more favourable kind of data collection
network that NSS has across the country, the quality of
enumeration would improve only slightly unless these deep-
seated blocks ill perceptIOn of men and also women J'egarding
"housework" are themselves removed.



Problems of Official Definitions
Apart from constraints of perception, the t~pe of concept of

"work" adopted in the 1981 Census and also. III the. NSS 32nd
round survey hinders enumeration of work Items listed under
categories Band C irrespective of. wheth~r they .are perf?rmed
by men or women. The kind of IllstructlOns laId down III the
1981 Census Instructions Manual to test whether or n~t a
particular activity is "work" only helps to confuse the Issue
further.

Census Instructions say:9

(a) [Para 79]; "work may be defined as participation in any
economically productive activity" . .
(b) [79 (vi)): "An adult women ... if in addition to ~er
household work she engages herself in work such as nce
pounding for sale or wages, or in domestic se~vice~ for wages
for others or minding cattle for wages or selhng firewood or
making and selling cowdung cakes OE grass or an~ o!,her work
like cultivation etc. she should be treated as workmg .
(cl [Para 84]: "a man or woman who is doing only househ~ld
duties or making something only for domestic consump~lOn
(and not for sale) is not doing any work in census termmo-
logy".

It is clear that: (i) instructions quoted in (a) contradict sub-
sequent instructions quoted in (b) and (c). Accor~ing to. lat.ter
two instructions, productive activities performed m cultlVatlOn
and also in such other productive activities as performed only
for sale or wages will be considered as "work". That means
that "making something only for domestic consumption (a~?
not for sale) in secondary or tertiary sector is not work ,
(ii) productive activities performed in the subsistence sccto~ of
agriculture are to be treated as "work" in census enumerat~on.
However, it is not clear if "Agriculture" includes only 'cuI.llva-

O· . . O' the NatlOnaltion' or all activities covered under IVISlon III .
Industrial Classification (NIC) in the subsistence sectlOn.

. E ror FillinK up9Census of India, 1981 : InstructIOns to numerators J' , I
. ., f b RegistrJr GeneI'dtlte Household Schedule and IndiVidual Slip: Office 0 t e . . f H me

& Census Commissioner for India, New Delbi, Mmlstry 0 0

Affairs.

Compared to the census procedure, the NSS, procedure is
much more inclusive and liberal. In the NSS, all productive
activities performed under such circumstances in the primary
sector, i.e., agriculture, animal husbandry, fishing, forestry, etc.
are treated as "work". However even in the NSS, items of
productive work performed in the secondary and tertiary seetors
are to be included only if they are for sale or exchange.
Similar work items done only for household consumption are to
be excluded. As a result, the NSS survey operation also
excludes some of the work items listed under categories Band C
which should properly be considered productive.JO

It is officially being claimed that:

With the liberal definition of 'working force' currently being
med in the population census as well as the NSS surveys,
marginal workers engaged in primary production partly or
wholly used for own consumption are also expected to be
included in the working force and the national product
broadly in conformity with the recommendations of SNA
particularly at the overall level.

This claim is in fact not valid. It is not based on any deep
analysis of either the census or the NSS procedure adopted for
the enumeration of "work" of men and women.Jl We have
reasonably established that the Indian data collection system is
not fully effective to cover within its enumeration frame, the
'marginal productive work done by women in their household
farm and non·farm enterprises. This is particularly so in
households with small assets and where production of the family
enterprise is solely used for household consumption. This is
probably the main cause of the recorded discrepancies between
estimates of "economically active population" obtained from
the 1961 Census and the 1971 Census, and between the NSS
27th and the NSS 32nd round estimates of "labour force". In

lOPaul Jacob: Concept of 'Work' and Estimates of 'Work Force'-An
AppraiJal of the Treatment of Activities Relating to Non-material Output.
(unpublished mimeographed), 1983.

llCentral Statistical Organisation, "Output and Employment in Non-
marketed Sector", Monthly Abstract of Statistics, Vol. 16, No.1, January
1983.



the 1971 Census, incomplete coverage of women's marginal
work and merging of a few marginal items of women's work
with "housework" had clused problems of comparability
between the 1961 and the 1971 Census data. This is also true
of the discrepancies between the 27th and 32nd round NSS data
on "economically active or labour force population" of India.

Prospect,
In view of the increasing awareness both regarding the inade-

quacies of statistical tools adopted for enumeration of women's
work, several corrective measures are being designed to formu-
late an appropriate concept and definition of "work". In this
connection we may refer to the relevant portion of the resolu-
tions adopted in the Thirteenth International Conference of
Labour Statisticians held in Geneva on 29 October 1982 which
are recommendatory for use by all member countries of the
United Nations.a

The Geneva conference has defined "economically active
population" as comprising of all persons of either sex who
supply labour during a specified time-reference period for the
production of economic goods and services as defined by the
United Nations system of national accounts and balance.
According to this system, production of economic goods and
services includes all production and processing of primary
products whether for the market, for barter or for own con-
sumption. It also includes production of all other goods and
services for the market, and, in the case of households which
produce such goods and services for the market, the correspond-
ing production for own consumption. In the NSS 32nd round,
this resolution was almost fully adopted. The 1981 Census, we
have mentioned did not however do so.

The conference resolution also says:

Further, in order to obtain more accurate statistics on
women's participation in economic activities, measurement
methods should be carefully reviewed to ensure unbiased

ULL.a. Geneva, "Appendix I (Resolution I)" of the Proceedings of
the 13th International Conference of Labour Statisticians, October 1982.
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coverage of men and women Sex biases in the form of under-
enumeration of women partkipatioll in economic activity
may result, for example, from incomplete coverage of unpaid
economic activities, failure of respondents and enumerators
to take account of women's multiple activities and use of
proxy respondents.

This is essentially a recommendation on surveyor census
me.thodology. To remove the difficulties envisaged in this reso-
lutIOn, two methods are being currently tried out in India in
the ~SS an~ in some other micro studies enquiring into the
c.ondltlOnsof Income and employment of women: (i) introduc-
tIOn of add.itional probing questions in the survey questionnaire
to go deep 1Oto the conditions of work and employment of
women, and (ii) the deployment of female investigators in the
survey operation.

On the problem of identifying women's work the conference
resolution further says: '

In order to provide improved and more detailed information
on employment, unemployment and underemployment and
for other purposes such as identifying multiple activities and
marginal activities, attempt should be made to collect periodi-
cal statistics on time·use.

Unf~rtunately th.ere was no scope to discuss in the body of
re.solu:lOn the ques.tlOnof feasibility of collecting time-use stati-
StIC~10 t.he condItions prevailing in developing countries like
IndIa. Senous attempts have been made in some regions of the
~ountry to collect data on time-use statistics for women by post-
109 both ~ale. and ~emale investigators in villages for an entire
year and usmg mtervJew-~um.observation method. The veracity
o~ SUCh.data. ar: sometIme questioned 011 the ground that this
kmd of mveshgatlOn may introduce another kind of bias known
as "conditioning effect" on both the enumerators and the res-
pondents ..As a ~esult the data may reflect a magnified picture of
women's mtenslve participation in "bouse work" and other
"pr~d.u.ctive work" done within the household. Even now the
~easJblhty of such data collection on time-use in micro surveys
I!) such a lar~e country as Ipdi~ is c9nsider~~ a doubtful pro-



position. Nevertheless it is a welcome start.
Another important suggestion for improving the quality and

coverage of data on "work" and employment in the NSS has
been suggested. Instead of collecting data on time-disposition for
only those persons predetermined as belonging to labour force,
such time-disposition data should be collected for all persons of
the household for all the seven days of the reference week.1S

The NSS is still reluctant to change its method perhaps due to
inertia but the proposal is worth serious consideration.

The NSS planners may also think of introducing a small
innovation in third quinquennial survey schedule. Besides collec-
ting data on household cultivable land they should also collect
data on other small assets like milch cattle, poultry birds, sweet
water ponds, charkha, or a sewing machine. Any positive entries
recorded in the questionnaire on account of any of these items
may motivate the survey investigator to probe for further as-
certaining how these assests are utilised for generating any out-
put, no matter how small its quantum and regardless of whether
it is entirely used for household consumption or not. They
should also find out in what manner members of the house-
holds, particularly women, are associated with this process of
generation of output. Such probing enquiry would make
"visible" and enumerable a few more productive tasks perfor-
med by women.

Despite all these new ideas for effective improvement of data
collection on women's work, a dramatic change in the data
collection system cannot and should not be expected unless the
basic issue regarding the perception of both men and women
on the sexual role of women in Indian society undergoes a
qualitative change.

1IK.N. Srinivasan: "Employment and Unemployment-An Assess-
ment of two National Sample Surveys", Economic and political Weekly,
pp. 1541-46.

The Household Trap: Report on a
Field Survey of Female Activity Patterns

One of the mo~t widespread presumptions in the description
and analysis of labour force data-especially in relation to
employment policy and programme--is the denoting of women's
economic roles as supplementary, ~bsidiary or -secondary.
The prescription has its base not only in mythology- patriarchal
attitudes to the roles of women, that whatever they do it can
only be subordinate in status to men's roles; but also in the
methodology which generates the facts. The link between the
two, the myth and the methodology, is obvious. It also has
its base in reality-in that women and girls are uniquely
engaged in household chores or domestic activity, and many
similarly supportive activities, as well as in production of goods
and services which are usually the lowest skilled, lowest paid
and predominantly household or household proximate.1

Perception also plays a vital role in leading to this presum-
ption. Women perceive themselves as mainly engaged in

'''Women's Activities in Rural India-a Study Based on NSS-32nd
Round (1977-78)," survey results on employment and unemployment-
Part I, Study Report, Sarvekshna, Vol. IV, Nos. 3,4, January-April
1981; Devaki Jain, and Malini Chand, "Domestic Work-Its Implica-
tions for Enumeration of Workers", Paper presented at the Seminar on
Women, Work and Society, IS5, Delhi, September, 1982; Gita, "Domestic
Activity in 32n(,1Roun(,1s", (Columbia) Conference, August 1984.



activities within the household, of which their most regular
engagement is in that are called domestic activities. These are
cooking, cleaning, childcare, the three C's. Cooking implies
water and fuel. Apart from reporting this fact, they also
perceive these activities as having less value-which indeed is
how society perceives them.

The link between myth, methodology and reality is obvious.
The myth pervades the perception of both men and women, the
perception gives values to the activities, the m~thodology
depends on the values and presents the reality in formate which
further strengthen the myths.

A field study reported2 here not only provided some
insights on how to disengage this muddle but also revealed
some of the reality. It provided a close-up of women's activity
patterns, and the factors that determine these patterns. It w~s
suggestive of the importance both of culture and class In
determining female work patterns. It indicated some methodo-
logical changes in survey design and implementation that could
reduce the roles of perception. The study involved household
surveys in six villages, where time spent by men, women and
children across a broad range of forty-two activities was record-
ed largely through observation.

Kuita, Selampur, and Thabgaon are a cluster of three villages
in Birbhum, one of the poor districts of West Bengal. The
main rural activity in the district is agriculture, and the main
crop is rice followed by potato and jute.

Etrampura, Mehtoli, Chentoli are a cluster of three villages
in Bharatpur, a backward district of Rajasthan. The main rural
activity in this district is agriculture. The main crops are jawar
and bajra, which are adequate for household consumption. The
chief cash crops are groundnuts, maize and chiIIiei.

One hundred and twenty seven rural households-52 from

2Devaki, Jain, Female and Child Workers, a Case/or Methodological
Revision. Working Paper, Asian Development Centre, Boston University,
Boston Mass, USA; Report on a Time Allocation Study, Technical Seminar
on Women's Work and Employment, Institute of Social Studies Trust,
New Delhi 1982 (forthcoming ILO Bulletin of Statistics); D. Jain and
Malini r::ha~d, "Patterns of Female Work: Implications for Statistical
Design, Economic Classification and Social Priorities, Prepared for
National Conference on Women's Studies, Bombay, April 1981,
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Rajastbani villages and 75 from Bengali villages were studied
by five women researchers, who lived in these villages for
more than I year each. The researchers visited each household
six times during the fifty-two weeks period; they observed and
recorded the activities of all members of each household, above
5 years of age, in intervals of half-hours.

Quantitative Data
In order to select these 127 households a fulJ census was

done of all the 860 households in the six villages. This was
done through a questionnaire and one visit during which gain-
fully active persons were identified with the usual or standard
method employed in India's employment surveys and labour
enquiries- namely, giving an activity code to all persons in a
household on the basis of their predominant pre-occupation
over the year, or/and over the previous week.

During the year 1977-78, the national sample surveyorganisa-
tion also surveyed 102,000 rural and 59,300 urban households
across India for their periodical employment/unemployment
data collection.s This was the 32nd round of sample survey.
Responding to concerns about the accurate measurement of
employment, especially of women, the questionnaire was
extended to asking whllt were called "probing" questions.
These were a set of 24 questions addressed to those persons
within a household, who had identified themselves as being
mainly engaged in domestic work only or domestic work and
collection of goods and services, i.e., activity codes 92 and 93

The hope was to net visible and invisible employment or, put
the other way round the labour force-i.e., those already
contributing to the production of goods or services, or seeking
work or available for work.

The special study, reporting here, also canvassed this .i2nd
round questionnaire on the sample of 127 households to see the

"The National Sample Survey Organisations (NSSO) has been conduc-
ting sample household surveys on employment and unemployment every
five years regularly since 1972·73. This was the 27th round of the NSSO.
The 32nd round on Employment/Unemployment was canvassed during
1977-78. The employment/unemployment rounds give estimates on labour
activity status as well as daily and weekly activity status which helps
Comparability with otber sources of data.
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kind of profile of women's work this questionnare provided/as
different from the standard questionnaire canvassed earlier as a
base-line census and from the data provided by observed activity
recording and grouping for the same households.

Qualitative Data
This process of data collection, while living continuously in

the village, offered an intimacy of experience both to the house-
hold and the researchers.

Conventional stratifications of society - whether caste, class,
age or gender appeared and disappeared according to circums-
tances or issue. For example, the villages in Rajasthan looked
like one mud heap, and it was difficult to know who was rich
and who was poor from the size of the construction.

But for the insider, it was the stocks of foodgrain that deter-
mined security and autonomy and its consequences-power. If
you had enough foodgrain stored till the next crop you did
not get into debt, you did not have to struggle for wage work.
Indebtedness and grain stocks emerged as their indicators of
inequality than land or homestead or consumption expenditure

and jeweUery.
Women's views on priority needs of the village varied vastly

from men's views, whatever the caste or class. Men identified
a road, and women a health centre as the first need. Men a
school, and women training for employment as priority needs.

The household, or family seemed important units of social
formation, useful for identification but the internal dynamics
seemed to provide equally important and useful information.

Determinants of Female Labour Supply
The selection of villages and then the sample households

provided an opportunity to relate what can be called external
factors or externalities to the observed female participation rate,

both adult and child.
It appears that, more than any other factor, poverty, whether

expressed as landlessness or lack of any other resource seems
to be th~ most striking influence. It cuts across region, crop,
religion, ethnicity, age. Invariably, there is an inverse
relationship between ownership of land and female participa-
tion rates. This is corroborated by other studies which have



t" participation across economic. strataanalysed labour J orce d
whether they use assets such as land or incomefexpen lture or
any other proxy of poverty. 4

T >\BLE 2 : WORK PARTICIPATION RATES BY LAND,
AND SEX IN THE SURVEYED VILLAGES

(a) Rajasthan (October 1976)

Operated Land
in Bighas

67
69
67
68
67
51
64
65%

Landless
0.1--2
2-5
5-JO

10-15
15-20

20
Overall

(b) West Bengal (December 1976)

Operated Land
in Acres

Landless
Homestead only
0.1-1

1-2
3.5-5.0
5.0-7.5
7.5 -10.0

-10
Overall

(Census of Households-Villages, 1976 Census).

74
47
67
58
54
52
52
55%

ld b Allocation in a Japanese
'Gillian Hart. "Patterns of Househo La our

h
h Id studies of the

Village", Paper prepared for the workshop on Aouse t01976' Ruth Dixon,
C 'j Singapore ugus ,Agricultural Development ounCl, . ' Th' d World Agriculture.

Measuring the Sexual Division of Laboul' In II'

University of California, Davis~ June 19~3.

It is noticed that while in Table 2 (a) and (b) land does not
effect male participation very much in Rajasthan, it is a signi-
ficant factor for females in Rajasthan and males in West
Bengal. In fact throughout the study this strange similarity of
characteristics between female labour in Rajasthan and male
labour in West Bengal persists, especially in children. The
female work participation rate (FWPR) in Rajasthan and male
work participation rates (MWPR) in West Bengal amongst
the landless is greater than the average general work participa-
tion rate.

In Rajasthan the FWPR moves steadily in inverse proportion
to land ownership class, whereas the MWPR does not show
this effect. Among the landless, FWPR is greater than MWPR.
The pressure of landlessness, however, does not seem to bring
out females in West Bengal into the easily identified worker
categories. What they are doing under this pressure, namely
more intensive work in household chores, comes out better in
the time allocation tables.

The second factor is culture, namely the tradition of allowing
or inhibiting women to work for others - apart from the family
-in fields, on roads. West Bengal has always shown a low,
lower than national average, female participation rate over the
decades.5

This is in striking contrast to Rajasthan. It is also important
to notice that this low participation rate for females in West
Bengal occurs in spite of the major crop being rice. A scan of
all the rice growing districts in India reveals that there is no
worthwhile association between rice cultivation and female
participation.6

In fact, West Bengal, Orissa, and Bihar whether ill rice or in
other crops show a much lower female participation rate than
the rest of India on the average.
It appears that in the Eastern Region the dominant reason for

the low FWPR is not so much the agronomy and other econo-
mic factors, or measurement failure but some cultural modes

'Oevaki Jain and VIukul Mukherjee, Statistics on Women, Children and
rhe Aged in Agriculture, Institute of Social Studies Trust, New Delhi (to
be published by FAO, Rome).

·Sixth Five-Year Plan. Yojna Bhawan, New Delhi, (pp. 324-427),
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TABLE 3 : PiJRCENTAGB OF RURAL FEMALES WORKING ACCORDlNG
TO CURRENT DAY STATUS TO TOTAL FEMALE OF AGE 5 YEARS

AND ABOVE FOR ALL-INDIA AND CERTAIN STATES

ALL INDIA
West Bengal
Orissa
Bihar
Rajasthan
Madhya Pradesh
Andhra Pradesh

Source: Womm's Activities in Rural India study Based on NSS-32nd
Round. Survey Results on Employment and Uuemployment-part 1. Study
Report, Sarvekshana, Vol. [V, No.3, 4. January-April 1981.

that inhibit against women 'working like men'. West Bengal
exhibits this inhibition even more than its neighbours, Orissa

and Bihar.This has lent further support to the view that certain cultural
modes are a severe barrier to the demand pull for labour.'
Even poverty does not push them into outside work to the
extent that it does in other parts of India, or in the world.

One aspect of the cultural inhibition, which is similar to the
wider problems of perception is that poor families in the West
Bengal villages were engaged in income earning or/and in what
can definitely be denoted as productive economic activity but
in styles and areas of work which cannot be netted, or, to put
it more clearly, in styles which the system of enumeration (as it
stands now) cannot net or does not net.

Women and girls are engaged in providing domestic services
to other households in the village.s Another activity which finds
them in predominant numbers is begging. But begging is not
coded as an occupation in the standard occupation list (Table 4).

'Banerjee, Nirmala. Women Workers in the Unorganised Sector, orient
Longman (forthcoming); Indian Women in the Labour Market-Labollr

Capital and Society, Montreal, April 1979.
BAs a pretest for the major time-disposition study, a two-month survey

was conducted on selected households in Muluk village (in Birbhu
m

district, West Bengal) from the 14th of July to 13th of September, 1976,
through direct observation of all activities performed by females of the

selected households.
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6 7 8 9 10 II 12 13
2 3 4 5

0.06 1.29 1.35 0.36 0.03

Service 0.02 0.02 0.03 0.09

production of straw mats,
0.02

ropes
Selling goods (stationery 0.47 0.46 0.01 0.09

0.11
grain, fish etc.) 0.37 0.03 0.31 0.21

Manual labour 0.04 1.76 8.04 2.70 0.10 1.00 O.O~ 0.37 0.09
*Total Non_agricultural 0.16

2.00 0,03 2.34 0.10 2.76 0.08 1.60

Cooking (grinding, 0.26 0.04 0.74

cutting, etc.)
0.56 0.93 0,01 1.09 0.02 1.02 0.12 0'53

Sweeping, washing 0.01 0.45 0.03

clothes. and utensils 0.52 0.52 0.01 0.41 0.02 0.23
0.16 0.03 0.36

Fetching water 0.08 0.09 0.09
0.07 0.04

Fetching fuel 0.01 4.33 ([25"' 2.47
3.66 0.05 -l.05 0.14

*Total Household 0.01 0.89 0.10 1.75

Activities
2.61 0,41 1.72

Schooling 1.71 0.50

2.55 1.43 1.14 0.24 0.39
0.91Playing-children 1.23 0.20 0.31 0.Q7 1.13 0.17 0.69 0.15

Time spent in childcare 0.16 1.71 Co4O
0.08 1.17 0.18 0.63 0.15 0'92

*Total Child Activities 4.42 3.77 4.15 1.97 2.33 0.34

Notes : *Totals include activities not here listed.

TABLE 4 (b) : TIME ALLOCATION REVEALING SEGREGATJON OF ACTIVITIES BY AGE AND SEX-WEST BENGAL

4-9 9-14 14-19 19-34 34-44 44-70
Age M F M F M F M F M F M F

No. of Sample 146 124 152 151 81 88 191 257 150 124 127 140

2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 11 12 13

Ploughing Digging 0.05 0.09 0.56 0.67 0.08 0.69 0.58
Sowing 0.03 0.32 0.43 0.04 0.29 0.08 0.32
Harvesting 0.63 0.03 0.84 0.05 0.98 0.16 0.81 0.Q7 1.10

Cutting grass from fields 0.10 0.03 0.56 0.10 0.19 0.18 0.06 0.11 0.14 0.31 0.01
Weeding fields 0.03 0.39 0.36 0.Q2 0.46 0.26

*Tota1 Agriculture 0.14 0.05 1.87 0.38 0.47 0.24 4.12 0.59 4.54 0.49 3.77 0.07

Husking winnowing, grain 0.09 0.14 0.14 0.26 0.17 0.19 0.43 0.24 0.27
husking

Cattle goat grazing 1.37 0.13 1.97 0.44 1.12 0.07 0.20 0.06 0.09 0.02
Cattle milking and feeding 0.08 0.52 0'12 0.68 0.10 0.Q2 0.08 0.Q3 0.05 0.03

*Total Allied 1.58 0.14 3.36 0'80 3.15 0.30 0.77 0.27 0.47 0.69 0.37 0.41
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It seems that the cultural inhibition in Bengal, while it
presumes to protect the women from the humiliation of working
under other people, finds begging and domestic work less
' 'h umilia ting" .

The other side of this inhibition is that women can engage
themselves in what traditionally can be considered "modest"
or "feminine" or in some way secluded work. Begging has a
connotation of helplessness and spirituality. Domestic work is
what women do anyway.

A third activity which has been noticed in west Bengal9 as
an expression of poverty, especially destitution, is the increasing
numbers in prostitution-another feminine, traditionally accepted
role for women.

The question that arises from the observation of this relation~
ship is whether the often commented safety of women in West
Bengal-dignified treatment such as respect and protectiveness
meted out to them in public places, the worshipfulness of Bengali
men to their women folk, both at the ground level in terms of
life in cities and in buses, but also in their deep devotion to the
Goddess Kali, has a price. The price that women have to pay
for this devotion being to perform their necessary economic
roles or to provide their critical economic contribution of the
household in a veiled, accepting feminine style.

Such contradictions are not uncommon in analysing female
status. The characteristics of the female labour force in Japan
provides another, but not dissimilar situation. In 1976, the
Bureau of Statistics in Japan published a survey, Social Life in
the Whole of Japan, based on collecting time-use data on the
leisure, culture, and health oJ a sample population.

One of the hypotheses advanced about the characteristics of
female labour force in countries like Japan is that there is an
intense absorption of females into employment in their pre-
marriage years. Marriage limits the time spent on work sharply,
as Japanese culture expects that the women should fully bear
the responsibilities of domestic work and family care. The time
allocation data supports this hypothesis of women being inten-

'Towards Equality-Report of the Committee on the Status of Women in
IlldJa, Government of India, December, 1974,;.
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sively economically active in the age grou~ 19-24, and.then again
after 0, Males are active from 25-60, theIr peak b~1Dg 30-39.
The long break for females may often mean mamtenance at

lower grades of work and wage.

TABLE: 5 AVERAGE TIME SPENT Oi'l WORK

Age Group Malts Females

15 -19
6.03 3.21

20-24
1.27 1.36

25-29
5.36 4.27

30-39
7.06 2.59

40-49
7.25 3.34

50-59
7.21 4.29

60-69
4.36 2.17

70-79
2.37 1.10

S
. 1976 Basic Survey on Social Life. Whole Japan, Time spent

ource. . M" t J
on Activities, Bureau of Statistics, Office of the Prime Ims er, apan,

1978.

The concept of the woman's place being at home; a~d her
function the building of the family, persists in Japan i~ spIte of
extraordinary technological modernisation, educatIon, and
internationalism. Within the family it is suggested that the~ a~e
treated with unqualified. respect and given complete power WlthlO
the household, However. it is a well known aspect ~f Ja?an that
the men socialise outside their homes without thetr wIves but

with entertainers. .
Japanese feminists, trying to understand this phenomena whIch

appears to be an anachronism in today's situation, suggest that
women have ooted to keep this power and in some way fee~
supetior to their men, and more so as the m.en'.s dependence on
the entertainment market increases1o• ThIS IS ~he well know.
syndrome of infantilisation. Perhaps this is the pnc~ that ~enga~1
women are paying for the social security of not bemg pmche ,

battered, or burnt.
. N 468 Japan at tile Seminar

lOMasako Tanaha, Majo UniverSity, agaya '. . USA 1983
on Women Religion and Social Change, Harvard Umverslty, •

summer.

Inftuence of Other External Factors
(i) Seasons/Rounds: Having examined the crop calendars of

the two districts, coincidental as it may seem, it was found that
peak and lean agricultural sessions were close in timing Se
Table 6. . e

TABLE 6
Sounds Seas- Month Peak/ Bharatpur

ons Lean Activity
I Jan./Feb. Lean

Birbhum
Activity
Harvesting
Potatoes
Mustard,
Sugarcane
Harvesting of
Boro (summer
rice)

2 March- Peak
April

3 May-June Lean
4 July-Aug. Peak

5 Sept. Lean Seed bed for
winter vege-
tables
Harvesting Aman
and Sowing of
Boro rice

Harvesting
Rabi, Mustard,
Wheat, Chana

Sowing Khariff
Bajra!Jawar
Gwar Phalli

Sowing of
Aman Rice

Oct.! Peak
November

Harvesting
J<hariff!
Sowing Rabi

Our own rounds were not planned to coincide their duration
was determined by the number of sample households and
approximated a visit every 2 months, though there were serious
variations due to the monsoons, assembly elections, sickness of in-
vestigators and so on. But the rounds approximated, fortunately
to the actual seasonal activity calendar given above (Table 6).1l

H(lt will be noticed that in most of the seasonality graphs, whether it
is in hours per individual or in person percentages, there is a dip
downward towards the 6th round, which is the November-December
sub-round especially in Rajasthan. This is due to an error in the field
investigation and not part of the observed' phenomena. The questionnaire
for the last round was changed in the hope that it would improve
efficiency. Instead of using the schedules. investigators were asked to
record activities in given time intervals, they were asked to record time
against activities. As a result investigators split the 112 hour intervals
and started to reconl minutes with a time piece leading to a break-down
<,>fcomparison and difficulties in codinl} and tabulatin~).
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Figs 10.1 and 10.2 represent duration of work in total gainful
tivities of males and females across the seasons! rounds. ~he

:~aPhs show a smooth single peak curve in Rajasthan suggesting
that there are no seasonal cycles. There is, however, a steep
rise and a kind of plateau of more than half a day for all male

Adult Male _ Child Male---
__ Adult Female _ - - Child Female

fl 5
::l
o
::t' 4

Seasons

FIG. 10.1. Seasonal duration of participation by agel
sex and activity in Rajasthan (gainful employment).

and female adults, and female children, coinciding wi~h. sowi~g
and harvesting In West Bengal, however, males exblblt va~Ia·
fons in the duration of work across rounds, peaking durIDg
I t' d tbat men dosowing of Aman rice. It bas often been no Ice d'CJ' e

I F I bow no Iuerencrice transplanting in West Benga. ema es sf . f I activity
and remain at a low range of 1 to 2 hours 0 galD u
across seasons. d k

Figs. 10.3 and 10.4 show the seasonality in bousehol wor i
.. ld k in West BengaFemales peak marglDally ID bousebo wor . of Boro.

coincidin~ with tpe hrvestin~ of Amap and SOWIDg

- _Adult Female - __ Child Female
9

~ 5
g
::t 4

FIG. 10.2. Seasonal duration of participation by agel
sex. and activity in West Bengal (gainful employ-
ment).

f'

In Rajasthan, again the very marginal rise in hours spent on
household work coincides with the rise in hours spent on
harvesting. Could there be a relationship between the two?

It is well known that while harvesting or any other peak farm-
income activity is going on in rural households, there is also
feeding of farm hands (own and hired), This, for obvicus reasons,
would be particularly intense in landed households. The pro-
cessing of grain, cooking, serving/washing involved in feeding
of farm hands is usually done by women, though unpaid when
done by family members. It is possible that this explains the
coincidence between peak for "house work" and peak for
gainful activity.

Figs. 10.5 and 10.6 describe the actual participation rate of
males and females not only across seasons, but in half-day
W.ea~ures of inensity. The majority 0f male workers (70 per
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Seasons
FIG. 10.3. Seasonal duration of participation by age!
sex and activity in Rajasthan (household activity).

cent) in our sample, both in Rajasthan and West Bengal, are
full day or bolt day workers and show no changes across
seasons, Male half day workers are not 0nly few, (less than
20 per cent) but also do not have much variation across sea-
sons.

Whereas, female 4 hour workers in Rajasthan (who are in
the range of 50 per cent or more) do exhibit cycle~ in participa-
tion rates, so too female half day workers in both Rajasthan
and West Bengal are at a lower range of operation than their
sisters in Rajasthan, but do have leans and peaks.

In other words female workers respond to seasonality or put
in another way, exhibit rreater unsteadiness in participation
rates across seasons than males whether it is full day or half day
workers. But in terms of intensity of work there are no clear
cycles,
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TABLE 7: PERCIlNTAGE OF RURAL FEMALES WORKING TO
CURRENT DAY STATUS TO TOTAL FEMALE OF AGa 5 YEARS
AND ABOVE BY SUB-RoUND FOR ALL INDIA AND CERTAIN

STATES
Subrounds

July-Sept Oct-Dee Jau-Mar Apr-Jun
ALLINADI 24 23 22 21
West Bengal 10 9 7 10
Orissa 23 17 14 15
Bihar 16 15 13 13
Rajasthan 36 38 39 31
Madhya Pradesh 36 35 30 30
Andhra Pradesh 34 34 38 30

Source: Women's Activities in Rural India-A Study Based on NSS
32nd Round (/977·78), Survey Results on Employment & Unemloymen t
-Part I. Study Report, Sarvekshna. Vol. IV. No.3, 4. January-April
1981.

W. BENGAL
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FIG. 10.4. Seasonal duration of participation by age!
sell and activity in West Benial (household activity),
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FIG. 10.5. Percentage of workers < 4 hours, :>
4 hours in Rajasthan (Across seasons/rounds).

The NSSO 32nd Round gives the percentage of rural females
working over 4 rounds. Table 7 gives data for the selected states.
There is not much variation over the rounds.

Could this difference in profile between Graphs 5 and 6 and
the NSSO Table, suggest that only those who are in the "for-
mal" labour market have been counted by the NSSO, and since
there are more females in the casual labour market there may be
a large number of uncounted working females whose entry and
withdrawal goes unnoticed due to poor enumeration metho-
dology? It would have been useful to have similar data for
males from the 32nd round. Then it could be seen if there
is in fact measurement failure. But such data was not available.

(ii) Land; It will b~ recalled tbat in the Rajasthan (R) villages

M -:>- 4 hours

F - - :>- 4 hours
M~<4ho~rs.
F 0-- --0 < 4 hours

II III IV V

Rounds

FIG. 10.6. Percentage of workers < 4 hours,:>
4 hours in West Bengal (Across seasons/rounds).

FWPR was clearly inversely related to land ownership. In the
West Bengal (WB) villages such a clear relationship was observed
only amongst males.

In terms of hours of work, however, the patterns are different.
The landed females in the R sample show twice the number of
hours compared to the landless (LL). They also work more
hours at household activity (See Table 7) Fig. 10.7 further
illustrates the same point.

(iii) Number of Infants: Table 9 (a) and 9 (b) empbasise the
phenomena of female children substituting for their mothers .
gainful activity, when there are young infants at home, contra;~
to the pattern where female children stay home to look after the
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FIG. 10.7. Age-sex specific duration of work by landed classes in
Rajasthan and West Bengal.

TABLE 8 : AVERAGE TIME DISPOSnON IN HOURS J'ER DAY

OF CHILOREN ANO ADULTS ACCORDIN6 '10 LANO-HOLLJING

Rajasthan
Size of sample
Gainful
employmemt
Household
activity,
child activity
West Bengal
Size of sample
Gainful
employment
Household
activity

Children (5-15) Adults (15+)
Males Females Maies---PemalesrJi

L~ LL RR ~R L R

57 146 67 116 165 235 178 202

3.8 5.6 65 8.8 3.8 6.2
0

2.7 2.7

4.5 5.7 4.0 5.6 0.5 0.8 4.8 6.4

121 187 112
4.2 3.5 2.7

209 340
7.5 6.5

223 386
2.3 1.7

The Muluk profile on time dispositioQ underlines the same point.
L=Landless
R=Lanr;leg

TABLE 9 : PERCENTAGE OF WORKERS CLASSIFIED BY NUMBER OF

CHILDREN (6. 4) IN THE HOUSEHOLD

Children (5-15)
Males ·Females

No. of .No of-
Total Workers Total Workers

(+ 15)
Females
No. of

Total Workers

33 17 46 27 146 106 117 78
(51.5) (58.6) (73.6) (66'.6)

87 87 73 47 114 83 126 102
(42.5) (64.3) (72.8) (80.9)

69 27 48 36 84 62 74 58
(39.1) (75.0) (73.8) (78.3)

14 2 16 12 58 37 63 36
(14,2) (750) (637) (57.1)

4
5-9

Total 83
(40.8)

183 112
(66.6)

400 288
(72.0)

380 274
(72.1)

Children (5-/5)
Male Female

No of No. of
Total Workers Total Workers

Adults
Male

-- No.of
Total Workers

(+ I 5)
Female

No. of
Total Workers

120 64 121 45 265 274 272 123
(53.3) (37.1) (65.6) (45.2)

136 66 99 15 186 109 210 91
(48.5) (15.1) (58.6) (43.3)

46 18 49 16 53 50 88 31
(39. J) {32.6) (94.3) (35.2)

6 5 6 0 25 18 39 12
(83.3) (0) (72.0) (30.7)

4
5-9

Total
308 153

(49.7)
275 76

(27.6)
549 431

(78. 'i)
609 257

(42.2)



young siblings. The adult female participation rate declines with
the increase in the number of infants.

In terms of allocation of time between alternative activities it
might be noticed from Table 10 (a) and (b) that female children
of households with two 01'- more infants spent more time in
gainful activities.

(iv) Religion and Ethnicity: (a) Ethrampura, one of the 3 sample
villages in Rajasthan was a village of Minas, a scheduled tribe
of Rajasthan. Taking this as a basis of classification Table 11
(a) is constructed, showing a markedly higher FWPR than
MWPR amongst tribals-females, adults and children. Amongst
the females, unlike the males, it is also greater than PPR
amongst non·tribals. For moles however the PR amongst the
non-lribals is greater than amongst tribals. This seems to
illustrate the fairly well established finding that tribal women
work as bard and prominently, if not barder, than their men
(See Table 12 (a) and (b) for time disposition across sectors).

(b) The sample villages in West Bengal had one village Kuita
which was 95 pel' cent Hindu and two proximate villages with
a MUilim minority population. As explained earlier, the villages
were chosen in order to have this kind of additional para-
meter.

FWPR amongst Muslims is higher than the FWPR amongst
Hindus, both adults and children. This may appear strange but
it can be seen from the next table that the Muslim women are
in non agricultural activities, which in these villages was straw
mat making, a home-bound but tradeable economic activity.
Muslim males were in agriculture and in this non-agricultural
activity with half and a quarter day intensities.

(v) Economic Opportunity: However, this aberration/finding
that the FWPR is high in the sample can also be turned into a
generalisation -namely that if opportunity is offered at the
door of a poor Muslim household, women will engage in visibly
gainful activity.

In other words, the push of poverty overcomes the con-
straints of culture, if mediated by the right type of "secluded"
work.

An obvious, but important factor, is the lack of opportunity
to find some economic activity whether it is "counted" in the

TABLE 10: TIME DISPOSITION OF CHILDREN AND ADULTS

CLASSIFIED BY NUMBER OF CHILDREN (0-4) IN THE

HOUSEHOLDS

No. of children 0-1 2-9 0-1 2-9 0-1 2 9 0-1 2-9
(0 -4 age group)

Total in sample 12.0 83 1.9 64 258 142 243 137
Agriculture 1.31 1.04 2.40 2.84 4.71 9.38 2.99 2.46
Allied 1.50 0.82 1.56 1.90 1.10 1.42 1.40 1.15
Non-agriculture 0 0.27 0.Q2 0.02 0.70 1.01 0.06 0.09
Gainfully
Employed 2.81 2./3 3.38 4.76 6./5 /1.81 4.45 3.70
Household 0.05 0.13 1.51 1.25 0.14 0.08 3.85 3.79
activities

(HRA)
Child 4.64 4.75 258 3.08 0.49 1.25 066 1.5(
activities (CRA)

HRA&CHA 4.69 4.88 4.09 4.33 0.63 1.33 4.51 538

statistics or not.
In the Rajasthan villages there are no landless peasants. The

poorest household that could be found in these villages which
were deliberately chosen from the poorest part of the st~te, still
owned land. It was dry and perhaps infertile. Yet the household
could sen~ their chil?ren to pick grass or twigs or graze animals~
E~eryo~e. 1D the. famIly was engaged in economic or quasi econo-
mIc actIvIty. ThIS option is not available to the poor families in
West Bengal where landlessness and acute pressure on land offers
no scope at all for such participation.

Implication for Methodology
Comparison of data obtained from the questionnaire (census of
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(b) West Bengal

Children Adults
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questionnaire net.

Two of the 36 male children and 2 of the 34 female children
who reported as non-workers were observed hoeing the fields,
18 other female children were observed grazing cattle and cutting
grass.

In West Bengal, 20 out of 104 females who reported themselves ';;
..0

as non-workers were observed to be working in activities such as ';; °E
winnowing, threshing and parboiling, working as domestic

..0 c

1

3.;:: 0
~servants in the homes of others, for as many as 8-10 hours per

!-< Z



(b) west Bengal

Adults (15 ani above)

Females
Children (5-15)

Females

100 53
(53.0)

208 100
(48.0)

98 17
(17.3)

177 59
(33.3)

179 130
(72 6)

370 301
(81.4)

162 56
(34.5)

447 201
(44.9)

308 153
(49.5)

549 431
(78.5)

609 257
(42.2)

(a) Rajasthan

Children (5-15) Adults (15 and above)

Males Femc;!2S Males Female
---~. ----

Tribal Tribal Tribal Tribal Tribal Tribal Tribal Tribal

No. of sample 44 159 34 149 71 329 51 239
Agriculture 0.81 1.30 4.02 2.22 . 3.61 4.79 4.36 2.59
Allied 0.90 1.31 1.69 1.67 1.81 1.08 1.78 1.31
Non-agriculture 0.00 0.14 0.00 0.03 0.02 0.97 0.00 0.08
Gainfully employed 1.71 2.75 5.71 3.92 5.44 6.85 6.14 3.98
Household (HHA) 0.03 0.09 1.50 1.40 0.10 0.11 3.50 3.87activities
Child activities 5.10 4.56 1.78 2.98 1.55 0.14 0.42 0.99(CHA) ,

HHA& OJA 5.13 4.65 3.28 4.38 1.65 0.25 3.92 4.86
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day. This emphasises our earlier point regarding the seriousness
of measurement failure in a situation like that of West Bengal.

Fifteen out of 64 female children who reported as non-workers
were also observed to be doing some gainful work. The majority
worked as domestic servants, 10 females were reported spending
8-10 hours begging, but were not included as workers in this
exercise as the NSSO does not recognise this as an economic
activity, though it is recognised as an occupation.

Priority criteria, the concept of main activity, even majority
time criterion puts them squarely into the category of domestic
workers. The efficiency with which their other activity-
namely gainful activity-is netted depends on the degree of
visible marketability of this activity. In other words, the fact
that they are uniquely responsible for a zone, of work namely
housework has given them the distinction of being difficult to net.

Is there a methodological innovation which can more satisfac-
torily handle this phenomenon?

Problems 01 perception have revealed how the self-perception
of females as domestically active, pre-empt them from appearing
in the labour force. It has to b~ seriously considered whether the
code domestic activity cannot be dropped completely. In other
words, this option to choose is not offered to anyone including
women. It would have been noticed that this is not an option
that men are forced to exercise because the time profile, what-
ever the culture, class, crop, has revealed that men and boys do
not come into tbis picture.

This code domestic activity could be replaced by three others.
The data revealed would then not only provide a more accurate
number of female. workers but in the developing countries would
provide basic information for the planning of ener'gy and water
inputs, and the planning of social inputs like childcare and
housing.

A suggestion of this nature was made to the Indian national
sample survey, to be included in tbeir national data collection in
1982-84.

Methodologically it needs to be linked to the next necessary
innovation. Most standard employment questionnaires, and
specifically the Indian questionnaire, denotes the activity of
each member of the households in a format whose number



usually is 4 (block 4). In this block in column 3 the investigator,
after discussion with the respondents in the households, given
an activity code number to the respondent. It is here that dome·
stic activity traps the female and excludes her, even if sh~ is
engaged in collection work.

Another suggestion, which has been made and whil:h has now
been accepted for trial by the pilot methodological survey being
undertaken by the International Labour Organisation in a few
countriesJ2, is to canvass the time disposition format block 5
(which follows block 4) on all persons in the household. This
block records the individuals activities in half days over 7 days.
Currently it is being canvassed only on those that are in the
labour force, derived from block 4. The ILO methodological
survey instead will derive the labour force by scanning the time
disposition rather than the self-proclaimed activity code. Thus,
investigation would only record time disposition which might
include a number of household chores, but at the tabulation and
analysis stage criteria will be used to select those who can
legitimately claim also to be in the labour force.

The cultural inhibition that was noticed in West Bengal also
has an implication for methodology. The observation of the
time use of females in the sample in West Bengal reveals that
they were actively engaged in what are identified as productive
activities but the system has not got the techniques to capture
this, in other words, the more male-like the activities offemales,
the more Ijkely that it will be measured and noticed. Thus, in
Rajasthan rural women, since they are on farms like men,
appear in the labour force. Manipuri women, who dominate
in trade appear in the labour force and are visible in statistics.
(Table 13).

Prostitution, begging, work as house-maids, processing paddy
at home are on the other hand invisible in data. It can be noticed
that the time spent by landed women in household activities
increased with peak agricultural season, activities like harvesting
and declines when these seasonal activities end. Probing this, it

was found that women in these households cooked and served
meals to the extra farm hands who were engaged at this peak
harvest lime. But they are not counted as workers, even though
this is a vital production service.

TABLE 13 : WORK PARTICIPATION RA'IE Of MALES AND FEMALES

IN MANIPUR CENSUS REPORT

23.62
34.59

1971
1981

45.31
45.94

Radical changes will have to be made in classification of
occupations in the National Classification of Occupation tNCO).
Provision of techniques for entering the household, estimating
the value generated by home based processing of food grains
would have to be brought in to expand the methodology, and
capture phenomena related to women's economic roles which
are trapped inside the household and its characterisation and its
milieu.

12Institute of Social Studies Trust, "Impact on Women Workers-
Maharashtra Employment Guarantee Scheme", a study sponsored by
ILO, Geneva, December 1979, (Mimeo).

Implication for Policy
The importance of providing infrastructure in the form of

childcare services, access to social inputs become apparent once
the role of the household is recognised as a releaser and inhibiter
of female labour supply. This is not of equal importance to
man. It is more of a survival line a critical mass for women than
for men. Here too the concept of the household is an issue, the
family hides the devastation taking place within the household.
The household contains within it characteristics that provide
much of the impetus or inhibition towards female labour partici-
pation or to the emergence of the female into the labour force.
Those policies which unlock the household would automatically
provide the key to female entry into the labour market.

While demand pull expressed in employment opportunities,
training, raising of awareness are vital factors, they are not in
themselves sufficient to bring about the kind of responses from
female labour that we notice amongst male labour. Yet poverly
presses them into uncounted productive work, free-collection of



goods for themselves or for wage employment, irregular, under-
paid, and physically strenuous activities. The fact that households
with zero or no resources put their females into the labour
market, whatever the cost, whatever the type of work, makes it
essential for policy makers to analyse the labour force participa-
tion or employment and unemployment and the need for employ-
ment in class terms. The tendency for all statistics to be shown
in the aggregate, with stratification being done either as educated/
uneducated, rural/urban, agricultural labour/non-agricultural
labour and self-employed fails to take notice of the critical issue
viz., the economic situation of the family and the individuals
within it.

Poignantly, or ironically, if the labour force is analysed against
the class stratification, it will be found that all the poor are work-
ing. The poor, especially poor families, cannot survive unlebS
they bring into themselves and their families some returns paid
or unpaid each day. The pressure for survival is so great that
this is the categorical imperative.

Given that it is an imperative that the poorest have to be
engaged in economic activity leading to bread it would seem
strange that they are also those most in need of regular and
better remuneration. It is only when we take profiles of workers
in povertylS-men, women, and children-that it can be seen
where unemployment is pinching and what kind of employment
generation will absorb this critical mass of unemployed, and
within this mass of workers and unemployed, women, who are
in the deepest crisIs.

The Investigator, the Respondent and the
Survey: The Problem of Getting Good Data

on Women

Dissatisfaction with the data may often be the first indication of
progress. But if it ends with just desinging more questions or
more sophisticated data processing, the progress, if any, will be
very limited. Much more attention needs to be devoted to under-
standing the investigator-respondent nexus and strengthening
it; it is this relationship that often holds the key to the success
of empirical enquiries. When we move from routine surveys where
the information is simple and unambiguous to complex surveys
like those with a focus on women we find that the issues are
intricate; the questions asked run the risk of being socially
loaded; and reality and response are not easy to relate. The
issue then turns on the investigator-respondent relationship
and its implications. It is this class of questions which J discuss
here, taking illustrations from the study of women in relation to
work or economic activity.

lSGita, Sen, "Inter-Region Aspect of Incidence of Women Agricultural
Labourers," Paper presented at the workshop on Women and Poverty,
Calcutta, 17th-18th March 1983 by ICSSR and Centre for Studies in
Social Sciences.

Leela Gulati, Profiles in Female Poverty-a Study of Five Poor Working
Womell ill Kerala, New Delhi, Hindustan Publishing Corp., 1981.

Macro Studies
The decennial population census is often regarded as a valuable

data source on women's activities. Yet given its immense size
and the limited training its enumerators receive, the quality of
the data it generates is not very good. In particular, rates of



work participation for females appear rather unstable over time
and while changes in concepts are to blame to some extent, this
is not the whole story. We need to look more closely at enumera-
tor bias and respondent bias and take note of the fact that these
biases themselves change over time.

Enumerator biases are well known. The enumerator may only
<:apture the more visible aspects of women's participation in
economic activity; work for wages may be noted, but work
without explicit payment may be missed; work outside the home
may get covered, but work within it may not. Also the enumera-
tor may infer the work status characteristics of a woman on the
basis of the caste or status of the household.!

Correspondingly on the respo:ldent's side too perception
biases are serious, but these are compounded by the fact"that
the respondent and the individual being surveyed are not always
the same. An extremo case would be one where the male head
of the household is questioned about the work done by his wife,
daughters, daughters-in· law and so on. Considerations of prestige,
status, caste, etc., may creep in and bias responses. Productive
work within the household may be missed or underplayed and
bias combined with ignorance can seriously distort information.
Also the mere fact that the woman concerned is asked and gives,
the answers may not improve matters much if she is constrained
in her replies by the presence of certain male members of her
household or if her own perception of herself in relation to
work is distorted by culture, ideology, religion etc.

The only alternative to the census at the macro level is the
National Sample Survey which collects a great deal of informa-
-tion in its quinquenni:l1 surveys on employment and unemploy-
ment. Let us examine the 32nd Round, 1977-78 survey which
.covered about 1.61akh households. The survey load is extremely
heavy, for the NSS has to provide valid estimates by State and
zone for a large number of cross-classified characteristics, e.g.,
age, sex, residence, per capita expenditure group, household l~nd
possessed, employment status, industry, occupation, educatIOn

'For a good discussion of these problems, see Richard Anker, 'Female
Labour Force Participation in Developing Countries: A Critique of Cur-
'rent Definitions and Data Collection Methods', lntematiollal Labour
Review, Vol. 122, No.6, Dec. 1983.

and skill. Further independent estimates have to be presented
for each sub-round or quarter so that seasonal variations can be
examined. All this means that the NSS Survey is akin to a mini-
census and yet it has to provide the wealth of information
expected from a large-scale sample survey.

Accepting these constraints, one can still examine the scope
for improvement in the NSS both in terms of data coverage
and data quality. One major defect in the current approach
adopted by the NSS is the prior classification by weekly status
of the entire population. Thus anyone who did any work at all
<luring the reference week i'l classified as a worker; anyone who
did not work but either sought or was available for work during
any part of the reference week is classified as unemployed; and
the remainder are deemed to be outside tbe labour force. Now,
information on the day-wise activities of individuals is only
-collected from the members of the weekly labour force. If we
were to decide to widen the ambit of economic activity and
include some more women in the labour force on the ground
that they were engaged in such activities as free collection of
forest products or grinding of foodgrains, we could add them to
the weekly labour force but their daily activity particulars cannot
be got for they were not collected. So while the activity codes
of the 32nd Round can be aggregated in different ways in respect
of weekly status, the same cannot be done for daily status. One
might argue here that the NSS should collect full day-by-day
.activity status particulars of all members of the population, so
tbat the analyst can decide on the aggregation scheme of codes
for obtaining the daily status work force and labour force. But
here we need to remember that this would involve collecting this
extra information from more than twice the number of indivi':
duals from whom it is currently collected. There is a price to be
paid in terms of cost and quality and the issue has to be squarely
faced. Also let us not forget the need for comparable data.'
Changes in the design of a survey often result in non compara-
bility over time.

One might also favour a much longer list of codes for activi-
ties including joint activities, so that many more activities of
women get specified. As Anker argues :
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In this way, no a priori assumptions are made about what is not
a labour force activity; respondents are not required to reply
to ambiguous socially loaded questions; the labour force can
be easily defined after the survey in different ways for different
purposes; and many of the numerous economic activities per-
formed by women can be taken into account.2

This was the philosophy behind the recommendations of the
DantwaJa Committee which sought the collection of daily activity
particulars from 'every individual in the sample'.s However,
considerations of economy appear to have prevailed. Also, the
NSS found actual time measurement to be unsatisfactory; it has
evolved a day made up of two 'half· days'. The as,umption is
that each half day has about 4 hours, though an individual,
working a half· day may only put in one hour. Now once we
increase the range of admissible activities for tbe day, it will be
impossible to adequately deal with them within the two half. day
framework. We may have to go back to the 24 hour day with
all its problems, if we wish to do justice to women's activities.
Here again I think in the short run considerations of compara-
bility may rule out change, but in the meanwhile there could be
experimentation with new concepts and procedures. .

The NSS obtains quite a lot of its information on women's
activities on the basis of probing questions. Even granting the
better training of NSS investigators vis a·vis the census, it still
remains true that at least some proportion of the responses are
second-hand or biased by the presence of male members when
the schedule is being filled. In general the information obtained
from the probe is poor in quality. For example it appears that
more people indicate willingness to undertake additional employ·
ment than could be accounted for on the basis of the detailed
data for weekly status.

The participation rates from the NSS appear to vary greatly
between 1972-73 and 1977-78 when we look at them Ly state,
sex and residence. This is particularly marked for females. At

"Anker, op. cit., p. 720.
"India, Report of the Committee of Exports on Unemployment Estimates,

New Delhi, 1970, see Para 3.14 on p. 17.

the same time we know what changes in concepts have occurred.
But the changes in rates, even after adjusting for conceptual
changes do not fit a simple pattern.4 It may be that other factors
at the level of the investigator and the respondent need to be
looked at more thoroughly.

One might be tempted to conclude that the individual should
be the unit of the survey and that the surveys should be more
elaborate. Now apart from cost and feasibility, another factor
worth remembering is that the information will still depend on
the perceptions of the individuals who respond; these individuals
-men or women-are only too oflen prisoners of their own
limited perceptions and victims of imperfect memories.

Micro Studies
• Our examination of macro studies revealed some of the pro-

blems of large-scale enquiries organised at the governmental level
which seek to explore the dimensions of activity and life within
households. We now turn to look at micro· studies. Here we con-
centrate on one particular study for it raises most of the issues
about such studies, and their comparability and their superiority
or otherwise in relation to macro studies.

The Indian Social Studies Trust has been a pioneer in con-
ducting studies relating to women. Their most ambiti0us study
was the time allocation study for India (TAS).5 This covered two
districts, in Rajasthan and in West Bengal. In each district, three
villages were chosen and a total of 127 households were actually
covered. Each household was observed for two days for ten or
more hours each day and this was repeated at two-monthly
intervals over the year.

TAS is an important approach for it attempts to get a detailed
assessment of the time spent on different activities by men,
women and children. A very wide spectrum of activities is cover-
ed by a combination of observation and recall. It is often claim-

'For a detailed discussion see my 'Unemployment in India: The Broad
Magnitudes and Characteristics', in P.K. Bardhan and T.N. Srinivasan
(eds.), Rural Poverty in South Asia, Columbia University Press (forth-
coming).

5Devaki Jain and Malini Chand: 'Report on a Time Allocation Study-
Its Methodological Implications', Indian Social Studies Trust, April 1982.
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ver sitting in the household for most of the day, the behaviour
pattern of members of that household over that day are unlikely
to remain unaffected. Observations of time devoted to certain
activities or even of labour time in general could easily get in-
flated in relation to normal practice, even if the observer measures
accurately.

Finally, given that time reporting is at least partially by recall,
that people do not remember accurately the time spent on differ-
~nt activities, and that this problem would be more acute for
women, I am not sure that time reporting is the best way of
solving the problem of adequately capturing women's role. We
need to experiment more with alternative methodologies for
measuring women's contribution to the economy; at the same
time, we need to accept tbat time measurement of the T AS type
is not satisfactory and should not be recommended to the NSS
and other macro data generators.

ed that the T AS provides an alternative approach \yhich macro
surveys should adopt. But before jumping to such a conclusion
we must examine the T AS methodology and only then decide
whether the methodology can be adopted wholly or partially
by agencies like the NSS.

First, tbe TAS has an extremely high investigator intensity.
One investigator covers only about 25 households in a year, with
six visits of two days each per household. The NSS investigator
has to cover about four households a day. It is obvious that
the 1.6 lakh households of the NSS would be covered by the
T AS method only if 64,000 enumerators were used. Even
if we do not assume wholesale transplantation of the T AS
methodology, it is surely obvious that adoption of a T AS-type
methodology would involve sacrificing something-possibly a
great deal-in terms of the range of information collected and
cross· tabulated and in the degree of disaggregation cur~ently
achieved by the NSS.

Secondly, can one station an investigator for ten hours or
more in the same household? The investigator has to be highly
committed and tenacious, for many households may be hostile
to what they may regard not unjustifiably as an unwarranted
intrusion into their privacy.

Thirdly, the time allocation study of the ISST, in spite of the
great emphasis placed on observation, finds in the end that 40-45
per cent of the time recorded was based on recal:, not on direct
observation of the activity in question. If the results are affected
by whether recall or observation was used, then variations in
observation-recall proportions would hav!:: serious consequences.
One would expect that the observation-recall ratio would be
lower for men than for women and would be higher for inside-
household activities compared to outside· household activities.
Of course if the results are invariant with respect to whether
observation was used or recall, then there is no case at all for
replacing recall by observation

Fourthly, the case for TAS rests on the implicit assumption
that the phenomena being investigated possess the property of
observer-invariance. In other words, what people do is assumed
to be unaffected by the presence or absence of an observer. This
is not a very plausible assumption to make. If there is an obser-

Conclusions
When we pool the experience of large and small-surveys

designed to capture women's activity, are there lessons we can
learn or are there new questions we need to ask? Here, I wish
to raise some issues which merit a discussion.

There is a view which favours surveys of wom~n, for women,
by women. While it is true that large-scale studies employ very
few female investigators and while mixed investigators teams
may be a good idea, the administrator who has to see the sur-
vey through often finds it difficult to deploy women and to
arrange for their travel and safety. Such considerations cannot
simply be wished away.

We tend to assume that the best information on women's
work and employment is that obtained from women themselves.
This need not always be true. Rural women may be as much
victims of biases in perception as their husbands. Also they may
be quite ignorant about the alternatives open to them. A good
investigator may find it worthwhile questioning everybody, but
treating different people's responses to different questions differ-
ently, taking into account their knowledge, orientation etc.

In suI-very methodology, the open-ended questioning process is
often advocated, but in practice, considerations of generality lead



to the adoption of rigid questionnaires and considerations of
load prevent us from canvassing schedules from all persons
directly and noting all activity particulars without pre-classifica-
tion into economic and non-economic al:tivity. Here there is a
case for change, but agencies like the NSS need to experiment
much more in the field before they can devote their huge appara-
tus to implementing a new idea.

Surveys elicit responses rooted in the cultural mores of th~
society in question. In the case of women's work, should we
reject some responses and correct for what we regard as false
perception? For example, if a woman is working during the
week, but reports days outside the labour force, are we to dis-
regard this and treat these as days of unemployment?6 To choose
between survey responses and norm based adjustments is diffi-
cult and to achieve unanimity is virtually impossible.

Can surveys really understand the complex of intra-household
transaction~? I fear not. We tend to survey Individuals, directly,
or indirectly, but this does not give us a picture of the house-
hold. If we penetrate into the household ill our quest for know·
ledge, we run the grave risk of losing that which was sought.

It also needs to be noted that most survey agencies are report-
ing growing hostility on the part of the respondent. This reflects,
at least in part, disillusionment with the planning process. It is
difficult to convince potential respondents that they might gain
by providing information: they, and the enumerators, know only
too well that this is an empty promise. In our thirst for more
information we might well be providing the straw that breaks
the proverbial camel's back. TJie best, only too often, turns out
to be the energy of the good. We need then to think afresh of
ways in which more appropriate data, rather than more data,
is collected.

Large-scale surveys like the NSS need to experiment much
more in pilot studies, and a start in this direction has already
been made. Small-scale surveys are useful in themselves, in high·
lighting processes and relationships that got lost at the level
of aggregates. The real problem, especially in the area of

women's employment, is that when policy formulation is under
discussion the finding~ of small-scale surveys are rejected on the
ground that they are unrepresentative or unreliable; and corres-
ponding data on the issue are not being generated in large-scale
surveys. Ideally, the processes and re1lltionships revealed in
small-scale surveys should be taken into account by large-scale
surveys This requires high professional standards in the con-
duct of small-scale surveys and an open mind on the part of the
authorities conducting large-scale surveys. I think we have in
India made some progress towardS this goal.

eSee P. Bardhan, 'On Measuring Rural Unemployment', Journal of
Development Studies, Vol. 14, April 1978.
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~nd boys consume more than women and girls, it would be fair
If the contribution of the latter is somewhat lower than that of
the former.

Even when we consider a concept of extended social product,
we do not include all the intangible contributions of women for
the smooth functioning of the family as an institution. This is
what HawrylysbynJ has to say about this:Contributions to and Use cf Social Product

by Women
Clearly then, the dollar value that the economists might
justifiable place on the contribution of a wife and mother to
the household must be limited to the chores and tash of
household operation that the wealthy have usualy purchased
on the market. Child care values must exclude the satisfaction
of developing an effective human being. but may include the
teaching of accepted social mores; spouses' "services" would
include the meals and clean shirts, but exclude personal affec-
tion and companionship.

Introduction
Poverty is deprivation of something-for example, of goods

and services produced in the economy in the conventional sense.
To what extent are women more deprived than men when
poverty is reckoned in this manner? If they are more deprived,
should we not consider their contribution to social product as
well and examine whether they consume less because they pro-
duce les;? Moreover, should we be satisfied with the conventio
nal mode of reckoning social product and its use? If women
contribute relatively less in enterprises which sell commodities
at a price above co~t and make profits, they contribute more
to work within the household in comparison with men. If we
were to measure social product including housewives' services,
how do the contributions and sharing by men and women
compare? Again, for both these notions of the social pro-
duct, is the contribution of women smaller simply because
of economic factors or some conventional social factors wh;ch
enjoin that women should be paid less than men even when they
do the same job? This social practice then also affects the
housewives' imputed earnings because evaluation is done at
market rates or at opportunity costs based on market rates of
earnings of women. One could next consider, the relative shares
of men and women in the use of extended social product If men

While both men and women contribute here, it is likely that
women contribute more.

Finally, all above is within existing socil)-political systems and
one could think of more liberated systems. The question of
equality of status should perhaps be discussed also in the per-
spectives of such possible liberated systems of the future.

All these points excepting the last have been considered in
this essay, with quantitative underpinnings in certain areas. The
treatment of different themes are at different levels of superfici-
ality; estimates presented are very approximate. Some of these
defects have arisen because of our intention to discuss the pro-
blem within a somewhat larger framework. The paper does not
aim at analytical refinements; its main aim is to chart large
relevant areas in which more refined quantitative estimates can
be prepared and deeper analyses can be applied.

But before we start, a couple of paragraphs for elucidating
some ideas, the notion of poverty here has something to do with

'Oli Hawrylyshyn, (1977); "Towards a Definition of Non-market
Activities," The Review of Income alld Wealth, Vol. 23, No.1, pp.
79-96.
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goods and services which households and persons desire or
need to possess, actually possess or have means to acquire. The
phrase "desire or need to possess" governs all of them A
distinction is made between actual possession and having means
to such possession, and poverty may be considered from both
these standpoints and contrasted with the notion of availability.
Goods and services may be available; yet persons and households
may not have means to acquire them.2 While actual possession
is the ultimate end, a proper distribution system and providing
adequate means for their possession require consideration in all
ameliorative measures. To ensure availabilities is a necessary but
not a sufficient condition for amelioration. Finally, households
are to be distinguished from persons in order to stress that,
communism does n@tnecessarily prevail within households: one
could tbink of an absolutely equal distribution of household per
capita consumptions accompanied by so wide an intra-household
disparity that the distribution of consumption by persons is
much above its "warranted" inequality. "Warranted" because
babies, little boys and girls, and men and women may need or
desire to possess different amounts of goods and services, and
some in tra- household interperson disparity has to exist.3

One cannot, however, be quite certain about all tbis. The
biological need of men for food is taken to be higher than that
of women. Was this the situation in some of the ancient matri-
archal societies which were dominated by women? Tbe difference
in requirements whicb we see today may be largely a consequence
of the historical process of male domination rather than due to
strictly biological factors. Also, apart from history, is it not

2Amartya Sen, "Famine," World Development, Vol. 8, 1980:, pp 613-21.
·S.J Prais, "The Estimates of E(;Iuivalent Adult Scales from Family

Budgets," The Economic Journal, Vol. 63, No. 252, pp. 791-810.
Male/Female ratios in average food consumption for British working

class in 1937-38 according to Prais;

Contributions to and Use of Social Product by Women 261

better to think in terms of more hefty and healthy females who
eat about as much as men? Coming to children, and considering
all goods and services, economic and non· economic, the needs
of a child may be as high as those of an adult. After all, a baby
needs full-time expert attendance and loving care; an adult's
needs for these are for much shorter periods.

We now proceed to our main task. In the following Section 2,
we give an estimate of the value of housewives' services in India.
In Section 3, we give an estimate of the women's contribution to
the net domestic product (NDP), conventionally defined. This
contribution together with housewives' services gi \ es women's
contribution to the extended social product which is defined as
NDP plus housewives' services. We obtain from this the women's
share in the extended social product. In Section 4, we speculate
on the use of social product by women indicating how one could
try to obtain quantitative estimates here. We also talk about
the inter· and intra-household distributions of final consumption
but somewhat cursorily. The paper ends with Some concluding
observations in Section 5.

Valuation of Housebold Services
The value of household services is usually excluded from the

national income which is intended to give an unduplicated
aggregate of all economic goods and services produced. There is
a long history of studies on the evaluation of household services
and the best recent summarization is available ia Hawrylyshyn.4

In sum, three different methods have been used For all of them,
we need an estimate of the time put in by the housewives and
estimates of the rates at which this time or its proper parts are
to be evaluated. Converting weekly man-hours to man-years (N),
we n~ed this N, and an average annual rate of earning (E) for
evaluation. In method (I), E is taken to be the opportunity cost
earning of the housewife. In method (2), followed, for example,
by Kuznets, E is taken to be the cost of hiring a single individual
to do all the housework. In method (3), N is split up into itsDairy Vegetables Fruit Farinace- Fish Meat All Food

ous

Adults 1.03 1.10 0.82 LI8 1.10 1.43 1.14

14-17
years 1.'23 1.43 0.96 1.38 1.15 1.15 1.25

'Oli Hawrylyshyn, "The Value of Household Services: A Survey of
Empirical Estimates," The Review of Income and Wealth, Vol. 22, No, 2,
~976, pp. 101-32.



proper parts, e.g., the times' devoted to cooking and preparing
meals, cleaning and washing up, laundry and mending, childcare.
shopping, etc., say Ni and each function is separately evaluated
by the corresponding nearest market alternatives (E.). Thus
instead of NE, we have NiEi as the measure of household
services in this case. The opportunity cost measure has been
variously arrived at by different authors. Nordhaus- Tobin6 for
example, by and large, used the ",ages of female earners in
manufacturing. Usually, method (I) gi'ves the highest estimate,
method (2l an intermediate one and method (3), the lowest.
Dimensionally, the value of housework as percentage of GNP
comes to about 44 per cent in method (1), 35 per cent in method
('2~ and just less than 30 per cent in method (3), the figures
being based on the available estimates for western countries by
different scholars at different points of time Estimates of the
numbers of man-years put in are based on the information on
man-weeks worked by housewives (and others) collected in
various time budget studies.6

No work of this type has been undertaken in India so far,
and it will be of some interest if the work is taken up. The
estimates surveyed by Hawrylyshyn are all somewhat arbitrary
and cannot be reckoned as very accurate. An Indian estimate
also will remain arbitrary and somewhat shaky, particularly in
the absence of representative time use data. But it will not be
very much inferior than the estimates of some of the oth.er flows
included in our national income statistics. In the followmg few
paragraphs, a very crude estimate of the contribution of hou~e-
wives' services is presented. The estimate is based on readily
available material and not much time has been spent to think

about the procedure. But it does give a dimensional idea
and will serve other purposes which will gradually unfold.
Obviously, the estimate could improve jf a small group works on
it for a year or so. But given the information available and the
nature of the problem, there is not much point in using
larger resources now. The Central Statistical Organization tCSO)
may perhaps take up the work; they have all the information
needed at their elbow.

We first obtain 9 crore; as the number of married women in
1970-71, the year for which the estimate is prepared According
to the 1971 Census, about 65 per cent of the females of 20
years of age or above were married and another 12.5 per cent
were widowed.7 Female population of 20 years of age or above
in 1971 was I~6.5 million.s We get an estimate of 8.9 or about
9 crores from this. Here we assume that widows cannot be
housewives, and this is not correct Alternatively, some 52.5
per cent of all females are in the age group 15- .'99 and this gives
a figure of 138.6 million females in this age group. Taking 65
per cent of this, i e., assuming a proposition valid for 20 + group
for 15-59 group, we again get a figUIe of about 9 crores. Of
course, less than 65 per cent will be married in the age-group
15-59; on the other hand, there could be housewives in the 60 +
group. Under the circumstances, we can perhaps take 9 crores
as our estimate of N Here naturally a better estimate can be
obtained by more carefully examining the census data and papers
based on these.

Next we have to get an estimate of E. We may first have a
look into the following estimates of average annual contributions
to NDP per worker for 1970-7 [,10

I. Registered manufacturing
2. Unregistered non-household

manufacturing
3. Overall national average
4. Agriculture

6W. Nordhaus and' J. Tobia, "Is Growth Obsolete?", Economic
Growth, 50th Anniversary Colloquium V, NBER, 1972.

• (a) United Nations, "The Feasibility of Welfare Oriented Measures
to Complement the National Accounts and Balances", EICN,
3/477, 17 Feb., Stat, Co., New Delhi, November 1976.

(b) Oli Hawrylyshyn, op. cit 1976.
(c) Oli Hawrylyshyn, op. cit, 1977.
(d) Murphy, Martin (1978); "The Value of Non-market H~usehol~

Production: Opportunity Cost versus Market Cost EstImates,
The Review o/lncome and Wealth, Vol. 24, No.3, pp. 243-56.

2382
1884 "
1282 "

7B.K Roy Burman, "Size, Structure and Geographical Distribution
of Population in lndia", Typed paper submitted to the ICSSR, 1971.

SA. Bose, et al.. "Population in India's Development," Vikas, 1974.
"B. K. Roy Burman, op. cit., 1977.
lO<;.~.O.!National Accounts Statistics. 1981,



5. Unregistered household
manufacturing

We may next use method (I) to get our estimates. Application
of the average earnings of registered manufacturing with 2/3 as
women/men differential, yields an estimate of Rs, 33,800 crores
as the value of household services which is almost the same as
the NoP for the year which was Rs. 34519 crares. When no
womenfmen differential is used, we get the following three
estimates of household services for the last three of the average \
earnings listed:

allocate their income, that is, till the marginal yield of the last
hour spent is the same whether it is spent on work, leisure,
or home production. Thus to the extent that the marginal
wage rate net of taxes represents the value of time spent at
work, then in equilibrium it also represents tbe value of time
spent in home production. Accordingly, time allocated to
household tasks would be valued at hourly wage rate net of
taxes of the individual performing the work.

Surprisingly, Murphy's own opportunity cost and market cost
(used by Kuznets, for example) ei1timates come very close as the
following figures of the estimates of household production as
percentages of GNP in the USA for persons 16 years of age or
above show:

Overall national average
Average income in agriculture
Average income in household manufacturing

16,956
11,538
6,264 1960 1970

Opportunity costs 37.6 37.1
Market costs 36.8 34.3

We thus have the following figures for further consideration:
Of these, only the first two merit serious attention, and I think
that the average contribution to NOP in agriculture should be a
good approximation of the opportunity cost o~ the average
income of housewives. The Final Report of the National Income
Committee shows that the NDP per worker for agriculture was
only slightly above that for domestic servants (Rs. 472 and
Rs. 408). However, a paid housekeeper which Kuznets had in
mind did Dot have much in common with domestic servants in
India. In India, the status of a housewife and the ranges of
duties she has to perform are both a way above than what we
have in mind when we think of a domestic servant, and this is
true for poorer strata of the society as well. Keeping this in
view, one could even think of using the national average without
adjustment for lower earnings of females. Adjusted by 2/3 rate,
this gives a figure close to the unadjusted average agricultural

income.
Since we use the opportunity cost concept, let us follow

Murphyll and elucidate the idea.

Imputed at Overall National
Average

Imputed at Average
Agricultural Income

Rs
Crores

Rs
Crores

N D P 34,519 67 100 34,519 75 100
Household Services 16,956 33 49 11,538 25 33

------------_._---------------_._---------
Total 51,475 100 46,057 100

It will be seen that while one could say that we could add 50 per
cent to our NOP if we include services of the housewives, we will
prefer to say that it would add to about a third to the NOP. The
total which we call "extended NOP" is a better figure than the
NOP as an unduplicated aggregate of goods and services pro-
duced in the economy.

It has already been stated that the estimates are rather crude

The rationale behind this approach is based on the view that
individuals allocate their time in much the same way they
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tion of household services. However until this is done, the
following estimltes for 1970·71 wo lId indicate some broad
dimensions:

and a good deal of improvement is possible in the procedure of
estimation even when we decide a priori which average income
is to be used for evaluation. For example, the available data on
differentials of earnings of men and women have not been
analysed here, and this could be easily done if the work is taken
up seriously as we have suggested. Secondly, instead of contribu-
tions to NOP, one could use the available information on factor
earnings and try to obtain women/men differentials here. Most
of the available differentials relate to employee compensation; it
will, therefore, be of interest for this and other purposes if such
differentials could be worked out for mixed income and operat-
ing surplus. Finally, some attempt can be made to apply method
(3), and examine to what extent N can be disaggregated and
average earnings against its various compenents obtained. We
have completely bypassed this method because barring one
studyl2 which is not fully suitable for the purpose, not much is
known in India about the housewives' time disposition. It is
surprising that this work has not multiplied in India despite its
being fashionable in the USA and in Eastern Europe.

p.c. Share
of Women
in Labour

Force

Women's
Share in

NDP NDP
Labour Force in

Million

Agriculture
Mining
Household

industry
Other industry

incI. electricity
Construction
Transport and

communication
Trade, etc.
Other services

104.1 25.9
0.8 0.1

130.0
0.9

16980
327

3396
36

9.9 0.8
2.0 0.2

10.7
2.2

4504
1853

9.5 0.5
4.3 0.1

13.5 2.3

149.1 3l.3

10.0
4.4

15.8

180.4

1574
3880
4969

34519

79
78

745

4912

Women's Contribution to NDP and Extended NDP
There is little information in India on women's contribution to

NOP. It is obvious that household services is largely their contri-
bution, but over and above this, a part of the NOP is also
contributed by women. We give below again a very crude
estimate of this by simply allocating the aggregate contributions
to NOP by various industrial sectors according to the shares of
men and women in the labour force. Considerable improvement
is possible here if we have recourse to further disaggregation of
national product and labour force and use some estimates of
average contributions to national product pe.r man and per
woman in the labour force on the basis of direct information
to the extent available, and fall back on our type of method
only when some direct data are not available This work could
also be taken up along with our suggested work on the evalua-

The calculation thus shows that the contribution of the women
in the NOP is of the order of 14 per cent. Tn view of the fact
that labour force estimates for women are known to be weak
and possi~ly considerably underreported and also considering
the offsettmg factor that women's average earnings are sometimes
lower than men's even for the same job, it is not certain whether
this percentage will go up or down markedly when more detailed
and rigorous calculations are undertaken. On balance, it may
however, go down slightly.

Once we have a figure like this, one can work out the woman's
share in the extended NDP The calculation5 are given below,
the figures being in crore5 of rupees.

Thus, the women's share of 14 per cent in the NOP goes up
to 36 per cent (shown in brackets above) of extended NOP in the
variant we have chosen, i.e., women contribute a little more than

12 Devaki Jain, and Malini Chand, "Report on a Time Allocation
Study Its Methodological Implications" (mimeo), Technical
Seminar on Women's Work and Employment, 9-11 April [982..



268 Tyranny of the Household

TABLE 3
children, and employed women devote more time to household
and children than employed men. A breakdown of item 2 above
is also avail<lble, but the components given do not exhaust tbe
total time, tbough covering a large part of it. The figures in
minutes per day are given in Table S.H

At national average
earnings

Women 16,956+4,912=21,868 (42%)
---.--

Extended NDP =51,475
TABLE 5

Employed Employed Housewives
Men Womtm

Cooking, preparing meals 9 65 136
Cleaning, washing up 10 65 128
Laundry, mending 2 38 75
Childcare 14 26 65
Shopping, gardening, etc. 49 43 94

Total 84 237 498
Total in hours per day 1.4 4.0 8.3

At average agricul-
tural earnings Men

Women
34,519-c,912=29,607 (64%)
11,538+4,912=16,450 (36%)

a third of the extended NDP even when they contribute only
about a seventh of the NDP. Taking a somewhat higher rate of
women's average earnings naturally enhances women's share in
the production.

We have talked about the information on time disposals, etc ,
earlier. We present below some highly summarized data for
advanced countries based on information slightly biased towards
USA and Eastern Europe from 15 localized studies:'s

This is the type of material which has been used for tbe applica-
tion of method (3) for the estimation of household production.
An interesting point emerges wben we examine the figures. In a
proper estimate of extended national product, it is not sufficient
if we just add the services of housewives who are not employed;
we have to reckon, in addition, these services rendered by
employed women and men. In our estimates, we bave gone by
married women only and hence in concept covered employed
women as well. But we have missed girls below 14 or so and
men of all ages. We bav~ pointed out earlier that it will be
useful to have more data of this type for India.

The Use of Social Product by Women
After baving considered women's role in production, we may

next consider their role in consumption. We have not attempted
to present any figure here and simply sketched what could be
done. Given time, considerable work can be done in this field.
We can, for example, seek out women's share in national
consumption within the frameworks of both NDP and extended
NDP. Estimates of private consumption are p.vailable in India

Employed Men Employed Women Housewives

Paid work 8.2 6.8 0.2
Household &

8.8children 1.6 4.3
Personal needs 10.0 9.9 10.7
Free time 4.2 3.0 4.3

24.0 24.0 24.0

Here housewives who are not employed devote more time to
household and children than employed men to their work.
However, employed men also devote some time to household and

lSUnited Nations, "Towards a System of Social and Demographic
Statistics, Studies in Methods Series F," No. 18, 1975.
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by categories of final use like food, clothing, furniture, utensils,
etc. Some of these can be taken to be consumed by individuals
within households while others are consumed by the household
taken as a whole. Food and clothing are for individuals while a
kettle or wall· clock is for the family. T'here could also be goods
and servIces for which no such clearcut Jines could be drawn.
Sex differential can be applied only when an article can clearly
be conceived as of need to a person. Consumption of the other
items can then be split up by the sex ratio in the population.

In the NOP framework, final uses of goods and services
comprise of net capital formation, public consumption and private
consumption As current capital formation is intended for future
final consumption. We need not split up capital formation by
sex. In fact, in global NOP or extended NDP, there is some
justification for applying to capital the same sex ratio which is
worked out for the aggregate final consumption. Sex differentials
in ownership of consumer durables and productive assets is an
interesting topic which we do not discuss in this paper. Women's
share in public consumption cannot be taken as just half even
when the numbers of males and female..; are roughly equal in the
population.

Among the major items of administrative final outlays, only
defence expenditure can probably be halved on the plea that
armed services are supposed to defend men and women equally
from foreign aggression. However, a much larger share of the
outlay on public order and safety is needed for men than for
women because the latter are less prone to criminal activities
than men, and this is also true for juvenile delinquency. Educa-
tional outlays are more for men than for women and the share
of health services availed of by women in India is less than that
by men. Regarding the economic services, the lion's share would
go to men, for men participate more in economic activities than
women as we have already seen.

In private consumption, it is d:fficult to think of sex differen-
tials for items like (i) gross rent, taxes, fuel and power, and (ii)
furniture, furnishing, household equipment and operatious both
of which relate to collective family needs ratha than individual
needs. In Indian conditions, women's share should be l~ss than
men's in (i) education and cultural services, recreation and
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entertainment; (in transport and communications and (ia) medi-
cal and health expenditure, for the types of reasons indicated
earlier. There could be approximate eqality in clothing and
footwear which takes up about 10 per cent of private consump-
tion. For food including beverages and tobacco, which takes up
something like two-thirds of the private consumption, the aver-
age per head intakes and hence the aggregates for almost all
the items included in the category are known to be lower for
women than for men.

It will be of interest to try to quantify all these and see what
the women's share is in public and private consumption. For
example, suppose we take 75 per cent as the share of private
consumption in the NDP (at market prices) 10 per cent as the
share of government consumption and 15 per cent as the share
of net capital formation; we then depict the shares of men/
women in the two consumption flows as 60: 40 and 75 : 25
respectively; we then postulate that housewives' services are
shared between men and women in the proportion 55 : 45. Then
shares of men and women in the aggregate final consumption
come to a ratio of 60 : 40, when we use the average income in
agriculture for evaluating household services

It will be recalled that under this variant, the women's share
in extended NOP was found to be 36 per cent. The use of overall
natiollal average income raises the women's contribution to
extended NOP to 42 per cent. while their share in the final
consumption remains more or less the same, the other percent-
ages remaining unaltered. Thus, wornell's share in final use may
roughly correspond to their share in extended production. While
little validity is attached to the percentages chosen, it is not
improbable that more detailed calculations will ~how that
women's share in extended NDP and its use are dimensionally
similar. This will show that in the contcxt of extended NOP,
women as a social class are unlikely to consume much more than
they produce. They seem to behave more parasitically only when
we use narrower concepts like NOP.

Household or individual poverty in larger social groups can
be studied through the distributions of income or consumption
prevailing within the gro 'P, and a measure of concentration like
the Lorenz ratio taken together with the average income or
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consumption could tell us about the nature of prevalence of
poverty in the group {f,:concentration is large, the disparity
between the poor and the rich is large, and given the average,
we know how poor the poor actually are in a meaningful way.
In India, most such studies pertain to householdll, each household
having an associated average income or consumption. When
data are of this type, we really study the poverty of households,
a household having a large per capita consumption being
conceived as better off than a household with a lower per capita
consumption. [t is clear also that in such studies, intra-household
variations in consumption are neglected. {ntra·household varia·
tions in income are not discussed because in India several types
of incomes accrue to households and not to persons. With infor-
mation of this type, the head count measure, i.e., the other
customary tool for the study of poverty, gives tte percentage
of population in households which h~e an average per capita
consumption below a preassigned value obtained from normative
and other considerations. Thus we say that a household with
a per capita consumption of Rs. A or below is a poor household,
and from this, we can say what percenlage of households are
poor; and if persons belonging to a poor household are all
poor, then we can say that this percentage of the population is

poor.Finally, there is an income gap measure, depicting, on an
average, how poor the poor actually are compared to the chosen
poverty level. Since a more egalitarian distribution amongst the
poor will improve matters, the extent of shortfall from the
poverty level by a household can be weighted by its rank; Sen
has proposed a measure of poverty by combining the head count
and income gap measure with the Lorenz ratio for the poor.

15

AIl tbis is only by way of recapitulation in a hasty and none-too-
accurate a manner-because we need this well-known back-.
ground to make one further observation.

Once we agree to admit intrahousehold variations in consump-
tion-and here it has to be consumption and not income for all
countries, because while women may earn, babies cannot-we

l' Amartya Sen, "Issues in the Measurement of poverty", The Scandi-
navian Journal of Economics, 81, 1979, pp. 285-307.

Contribution to and Use of Social Product by Women 273

may feel like talking about inter-personal distributions and their
concentration, and head count and income gap measures based
thereon. However, reflection shows that this need not be a
meaningful way of looking at things. As we have already
observed, one could conceive in the abstract a society in which
intra-household variation is so large that even an egalitarian
inter-household distribution is associated with extreme variations
between persons: women and girls are starved, the aged are not
taken care of and a disproportionately large share of the con-
sumption goes to the adult earners who are predominantly the
males. On the other hand, with perfect communism within
households, the intra-household variations will be small (though
not equal because the needs of the children, the students, the
sick, the aged will be different from those of the healthy adults)
and this society could be preferable even when there is some
inter-household variation in household consumptions, particularly
if this arises out of the needs of higher overall production. In
most societies, intrahousehold distributions follow some amount
of communism: babies and children get more than they earn,
the sick and the aged are taken care of irrespective of their
contribution to the family pool, students are provided for, and
so on, and this type of communism could possibly be acceptable
as the ideal. We have deliberately refrained from talking about
sex-differentials here, but obviously this dimension permeates
intra-household variations in consumption and production. Very
little work has been done in this field-a field which remains a
fruitful research area.18

ConcludinK Observations
The main point which we have tried to make is that the

available evidence seems to indicate that women and girls are
more deprived than men and boys in India and this is not
because they produce less but because of certain other reasons.
Estimates of the value of household work indicate that the
contribution of women to extended NDP is more than their
contribution to NDP as defined customarily. Coming to the

16Amartya Sen, "Family and Food: Sex Bias in Poverty," Prepared for
The Rural Poverty in South Asia, ed. Bardhan and Srinivasan (mimeo),
1981.
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