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In 1984, the ICSSR supported a proposal from Devaki Jain,
Director, Institute of Social Studies Trust, to review and
analyse the Indian Women's experience of development. Initially
it· was decided to request 3 scholars to review and assess
the changing position of women in India and its regional
variations - and then to synthesise this into a paper incorporat-
ing/highlighting different aspects. Accordingly, Dr. Mukul
Mukherjee of Maitreyi College, New Delhi, Shri. Sudir Bhattacharya
lately of National Sample Survey organisation, Calcutta, Dr. Rajani
Alexander of ISST each submitted a paper on one of the several
aspects of the issue. These papers were earlier submitted to
the Indian Council of Social Science Research and form the initial
core of findings which triggered off this present attempt for
which I am very grateful to the authors.

Smt. Devaki Jain and myself were to prepare a synthesising
paper on the basis of these papers. However, we were both

I I

intrigued and frustrated by the numerous contradictory trends,
over time and across regions that were apparent from the ddta.
Therefore, it was decided that, rather than merely preparing
an amalgam of these diverse findings, we would go on to devise
an appropriate overall measure of women's position and explore
alternative hypotheses to account for the inter-regional and

J
intertemporal variations. Accordingly, we have held many
discussions over -the last few years to analyse the intricacies
of the problem. Unfortunately, because of her numerous other
commitments, Devaki could not participate in preparing the
manuscript and the final views and assertions, with all the
mistakes they incorporate, are entirely mine. Nevertheless,
I could not have gone through this exercise without her constant
support. At each point of time, her comments helped to clarify
my ideas and to formulate fresh hypotheses to meet her queries.
I am very grateful to her and to ISST for giving me the confidence
to work on this off-beat project.



Smt. Bela Vaswani, as research assistant working with me
in Calcutta, was responsible for collecting and processing
most of the quantitative data used here. She showed enormous
interest and patience in following up each of the many wild
leads I thought up in my protracted efforts to learn to deal
with multidisciplinary clues. She also made the first drafts
of most of the tables, maps and charts used here. I owe her
a great debt for all the support she provided me.

The Centre for studies in Social Sciences allowed me to
devote' time to this project and gave me considerable secretarial
support for typing and reproducing the manuscript. Smt. Anjushri
Bhattacharya of the Centre deserves special thanks for preparing

( the final versions of the maps and charts.

The Christen Michelsen Institute at Bergen, Norway gave me
a two month fellowship in 1988 when I had the opportunity to
read and collect relevant material from a wide range of disciplines.
Several colleagues at the Institute as well as at Bergen University
took great interest in the project, and I am very thankful for
their helpful comments. I am particularly grateful to Dr. Tone
Bleie for, helping me with my work on anthropological material.

The grant from Indian Council of Social Science Research to
ISST made it possible for the ISST to allocate to me Smt. Bela

J
Vaswani as research assistant. The council's grant also paid for
the costs of book& and other materials as well as part of the
secretarial expenses. The council has also been extremely patient
about the delay in submitting this report for which I am grateful.

Lastly I am very grateful to my many friends and colleagues
who have patiently listened to my occasional ramblings on this
subject and have given helpful suggestions and comments. I am
also obliged to my friends in DAWN and in IDS Sussex, for allowing
me to present preliminary drafts of this manuscript at their seminars.
My colleagues at the Centre also gave me a patient hearing at a
seminar on this topic for which I owe them thanks.



This study began as an uttempt to answer some simple
questions that many of US ar0 oft-.enfau'd \,Iitl1: has the
position of Indian women improved over time? Is it true that,
even 'within a similar class, women of some parts of India are
better off than those of others? l~s development been good
for women or bad? Although these and similar issues have been
discussed ad infinitum by all concerned across coffee tables,

"in political fora and in official committeos, they rarely get
unambiguous answers. Rather, the more knowledgeable the person
dealing with them, the more the hc(lcJ.i_llClund qualifying that goes
into the answer. This is surely nQt for want of investigation
or information. Indeed, in India,'U;omen's studies of the last two

,""'- - -
decades, women and development has been a favourite topic : more-

~4.A ~ "'-over, in mos t suc h studies, there was a V\lC lcome tendency no t
to regard women's issues as static 0~t to take uccount of chunges
that h~ken place in them ovc'r time, through social and
economic upheavals.

,
Nevertheless, we appear to be no nRarer to .reaclling an

agreement even abo~t whot we moan by women's position and what
cons titu tes an impro.vemen t ,in it. Now -that W0 are alreacly pas t. .
the fir$t United Nations decade for women and concern for women's
issues ii,increasi~y being vocalisr;d in all public arenas, it is

""imperative that we find some better ways of dealinq with these
J -

type of queries.

For doing so, it is perhaps bet I ar to start by try ing to
unders tand Why the is'sus hus proved sa knotty. Obvious ly,
Women's status or position is mar\0- of muny clivl't'sedimnnsions -
their hGal th, ,their educc;tional uchi.<?vr;ments, thr> 1.'010 they play
in social, political and economic uctiviLLes, th8ir legal rights
etc. So far, it has bE·rn custOf,1<1l'/to Gxamine each such dimension
separately as for example was done in th" rep0rt of the Comrnittee
on -theStatus of women in Indiu in 10'74. This exercise was once
more repeated in 1985 both {)y 1.'05 0'.'C t1 \'(> governmrmt departments



and also by several groups of individual researchers. But a
comparison between the results of those two sets of exer~ises
only helped to highlight the inher0nt difficulties in judging
this 'issue. On some aspects, there was a distinct improvement

. .

in women's achievements over the decade. In others, the change
was not always positive or not as marked. Again, even when
women had made some gains in a particuliJr dimension, these gains
were not always comparable with the gains made by men. Therefore,
inspite of all this research, no conclusive answer could he
given to the simple question as to \·vhetheror not at the end of
the women's decade, Indian women were better off than they
were at its beginning.

Also, al though the publici ty given to t,he women's decade
/

in India was quite remarka.ble, fe\",/wou ld cyaim that it vvas
matched by purposive actions on thp part of either the govern-
ment or the society. TIH.:refo.rc',\\/(,ure Jnl:fuct conc(\rned not
just with what happ~ned.in this brief period of one decade
but"with what has been happening to Indian women over the entire
period of development for wllich we have: some systc>matic da.La.
And, even a curs ory ox umina tion of th is dtita ind ic ()b:s thJ t
even over this entire period of thr: 20th contury these kind of
interdimensional contradictions and problems of agqregution

~".
we-re' very marked. A few examplos would perhaps mako this
point clear.

Firstly, on several uspects, women's Jositlon has mov~d, W
in a directioD tangential to tho general trends that came
about through development. For example, after 19~1, gnneral
standards of health began to ir'provE-?in tIle coun try Jnd
expectation of life at age zero (e ':) started going up : it
went up from 19.4 between 1911 to 1921 to 26.9 between 1921-1931
and then to 41.9 between 19:-)1-1961 (fig\Jro~) i1rc for male
population). Women's e: was also rising over this period but
in every decade it fell increasingly below thot of men (mI 1985
Table 2.1 p. 87) •. Similurly, b0tween 1921 to 196·1i the all India
employment of men increasnd both in ubsolute terms and also as
percentage of total male elw)10ym011t. nut for women, this figure



fell continuously in absolute numbers between 1911 to 1961
(J.N. Sinha 1972, ch. I).

Secondly for women as a group, different indicators of
relative well being have been moving in different directions.
F9r instance, between 1931 and ~971, disparity between men's and
women's literacy and educational performance had be on slowly
going down (§opher 1980, ch. no))but over the same period, the
relative position of the girl child within tho family does not
seQ~ to have improved very much (this is discussed later in some
details). In another respect, while women's civil and political
rights have improv8d cons iderably, illcidenco of mal practices'
such as dowry and violence' in mLlrri:lge h2vo u'rtainly continued
un~abated.

The third sot of inconsist0nctes becomes evident when
one looks at regional differences in women's position. One
finds that areas of similar rates of 0.conomic growth 00 not
show similar rates of improvement in \'.lomon'S condi llons. For
example, in the last two decad0s, while economic grov1th rates
of Haryana were comparable '.'.richthose of Punjab and i:laharashtra,
life e~pectancy of women in the forn1C'T region WClS significantly
below thos e of ~he 0 thar two rpgions «:3QI 1985 Table 2.3, p.89).
Another eX,ample would bE:'from a rncnnt study of Roj os th<.lnand
Bihar which showed that inspite of a highor level of Llchievement
on most aspects including female: literLlcy, R~jasthan continued
to have signifLcantly hi~lher rates of totol fertillty than Bihar
(Srini vas an & Kani tkzlr 1984).

What happened to women of diffC'rc:'ntports of India could ( I
not thus be explained only in terms of tile:love:l of economic
development. In tho pattf?r11of distribution of tJ1f~ costs ann
benefi t2 of developmp-nt; gender had 1',1ay('d an important but varying
role in each region. Coulrl a method bl" dC'vls0:1 1.0 unfold hn'h'
this process had I.'JOrkedin the past alld now it W;lS likely to

"



Mul tiplici ty of vi.uioolos df;'oc Ling wornGn'spas i tion

15 not ~he only reason why analysis of thaisstie of women

and development h2s not. bGon VI ry frui [-ful. ThG approach
from which this andlysis i~ initi~tnrl is 0150 vitiated

by questionable assumption rogarding the relution between

the two process(~s viz women's subordin0tinn o.n(l economic

development. One group of unalysts consider '·..omon's
subordination ClS a cultuT21 phc:nornenon 1 determined wholly by

(

pas t tradi tions. Economic cJGvelopm"nt is tJ-wn regarded as

an extraneous variahle which Chi.'Ing0s Som0 po.rametc:rs of the

economy and society and hencr> olso \'!o[nnn' S condi tions.

But becuus e no allowon CG is mud(~ f 0 l~ a po s r; i blt'" in teruc tion

between the two process(~s thomselv0s, thoro is no oxplcmat.ion

about why women of some socioties rc:sponrl marC' positively
2

to economic s timulu or why sarno kind s of dove 10 p!nr~nt

policies are marC? effective in rr:?c1uclll<) vJomen's subordination 3

1. For example Lina Furzzc+l.i in heT l.:'()ok r(~gurding marriage
customs among Bengalis (furzze-Lti 19R2) goos into all
kinds of details but does not C1t all consider tho
question of the cloSS, region or timo point to which thp.
bride and groom bolonC), t.11(' extp.n t of their beli('f und
understandinq of Lh0 rituuls etc.

J
There is a lot of liter2turo ubout comp~Tisons between
capabilities of women of diffe.ient soc:Lp.tiGS to respond
to opport0hities offered by rlcvGlopment. See for
example J. Caldwell (CaldwGll 1986) on how China,
Sri Lanka andKKeraLa in India have bGGn a:'le to increase
women's expectations of life to lovels beyond those
indicated by their levels of economlc developmont or
prosperity.

3. Esther noscrup hus suqqc~stl)d Ill,,\. opportunltios for women
to bring home food. from outs ide can help I'.'omen to get a
better status (Boserup 1970, ch.1).



On the other hand another group of analysts assumes that
women's subordination is entirely a function of economic develop-
ment and each particular stage of the latter can be linked with
particular forms of women's subordination. In this kind of
analysis by Marxist feminists, atte!llptsarp. madp. to link tOday' s
subordination of third world women with the experience of women
of developed world in earlier periods and stages of development
(Mies 1986 Mies et.al 1988). Others take note of the distortions
introduced in the classical pattern of impact on women of capitaltst
development by colonisation and laterl by economic domination of
developing countries by the first worl~ throu0h multinationals4

(Deere 1976). This annlysis errs on th~ side of overgeneralisation
and makes no allowance for cultural specificities and burdens of
traditions that affect th~ way in wh:ich women can be utilized by
capitalist forces. After all if therp is any truth in the much
touted image of "nimble fingers" of the South East Asian IIlTOmenl

then one must acknowle~ae th~ fnct th~t thp fast economic growth
of countries 1ike South Korea a!1r1 Tha i1and nn the ba sis of expo rt
industries sponsored bV multinationals at least partly depended"
on the, availability there of a large pool of women who were docile
but hard working and who pnjoyed full societal sanctions for
participating in pronucti on w0rk outside th·'ir houses. On the
other hand though labour was probably even cheaper in South Asia,
absence of similar traditions of women w0rkin~ for wages outside
agriculture mus~ have inhibited setting up of similar foot-loose
export industries there.

Fiona Wilson has critically ana lysed this line of analysis.
("'lilson1985.).



Actually for understanding what happens to women's
position in development it is essential to realise that
the process of women's subordination is also a political~
one like that of economic development. In each society,
the two processes take place within the same social arena
and interact with the same traditional socio-cultural
and economic institutions. As such neither can remain
independent of the other. The extent to which development
can affect women either positively or negatively itself
depends on the initial position of women-their capabilities
to respond to and to avail of new challanges and opportuni-
ties; The ease with which older traditions controlling
women's social and economic responses can be altered also
has a bearing on the pace and character of development. On
the other hand, nature of development and the speed with
which it takes place can also make significant inroads on
traditional controls over women.5 Therefore neither socio-
cultural traditions nor forces of economic change can claim
primacy over the other as explanant of women's position in
a given societyo Nor can one subscribe to the viewpoint
which regards women as "Sarvamsaha Dharitri" (the all
suffering earth) passively absorbing the impact of development.

J

A historical example from Indian experience brings
out this inleraction beautifully. The Oswals community
(as described by Rama Mehta 1976, 1986) were the tradi-
tional courtiers of the Maharaja of Mewar who used to give

50 Much has been written about women's changing roles in
wartime Britain.



them complete economic security in return for their observ-
ing the royal family's extremely rigid code of social
rules of dress and behaviour. These rules were particularly
binding on women who had to observe purdah and forego edu-
cation or outside contacts. Therefore on the eve of Indian
independence, Oswal women were perhaps some of the most
backward and constrained even in India. After independence
however, the princely courts were dissolved and as a result
the Oswal were totally exposed to outside economy. In the
adjustments that followed, Oswal girls were sent to school
and within one generation, several of their women reached
careers of high social status. This in turn not only
altered the community's perspective regarding women's
education: but it also altered the economic prospects of
many Oswal families. This is reflected in the tremendous
prosperity of migrant Oswal who have now settled in large
number in the U.K. and Canada where almost every family
includes women professionals. Within a span of 30 years,
the Oswal women have thus moved from middlo agps to latter
half of 20th century. This saga was possible partly because
that ~ommunity was indeed highly responsive to economic
incentives. On the other hand the transition was made
possible because independent India had cleated facilities
for women t? get education an~ enter professions. One can
speculate how another community more steeped in feudal values
would have responded to such a traumao Would it have tried
even harder to control women in a last ditch attempt to
salvage its heritage? What if the country had not granted
women legal rights for equality?

In this paper I have started an exercise to deal with
such ~uestions to a more satisfying extent. In the processJ



I have found it necessary to move away from a discipline-specific
approach and try to as~imilate mocels anrl findings from several
disciplineS for making the analysis more co~pr~hensive. I have
first examined whether or not it is possible to find a measure
of women's position that is responsive to changes in the economy) as
well a~ in socio-cultural institutions over time and cross reaions)
and at the same time is also objective and non-trivial. ~econdly,
I have used the Qata base provided by several disciplines to
substantiate or disapprove the hypotheses that are indicated by
the analysis. I ha'Ic al~o ad~'ressc(~some of the comr::ondebates.
that are going on in thi~ field reg lrding women's position in
th~ lL~ht of. my findingso

Women's position is the concerte' result ( ~ all priviledges
and privations - both public anr'!priv~t~ th~t arc imposed on them
and of the degree of autonomy they enjoy. Since I am referring
to the position of women as a group it is tho avera~e level to
which I\am r~ferrinC]. Iro·.'?-v~r,it is not ~l statistical averaqe

kind would 'fJcta somewhat great weight o',e becClu.ceth~y are more
noticable for one's as~essment of a society. This concept is to

J
be distinguished from other familiar terms viz~ status, power or
autonomy of women. By st,3tus, I wr;uId mro,3nthe formal rights Find
priviledqes bestowed on women as members of a particular Qroup
at specific points of their life cycle. Similarly, power can be
publicly derived from one's status or privately acquired by one's
own initiative. By acquiring power, a person can control the actions



and pos\tions of others. By autonomy on the other hand, I
would mean the cap;lCity of pprson to take d~cisions about
the person's own actions and id~as. Status and power both
appear to me as hieiarchical concepts so that increase in
the status or power of some women may not necessarily add
to the general status or well-being of the entire groups
of women. As against that, incrpase in women's autonomy,
even if it is selective, will improve thA well-being of
the groups as a whole9

These definitions of various terms may not correspond
strictly with those in use elsewhere but since there is a
lQt of vagueness regarding their common usage, I have
defined the terms for my purpose in this particular way.

A basic premise of this study is that women's relative
position is a functitm of mul tiple dimerisions. For assessing
changes in their position over time and across regions ~ne
could'attempt to compose some kind of a physical quality
of life index (PQLl) incorporating values relating to several
such variableso However, for this one wo\Uld need more
knoWledge than we poss"ss t?day about the differ0nt social
and economi~ variables .that affect lndianwomen's lives,and
also about the nature of interaction between th0se variables.
This is precisely what is hoped to be acquired through studies
such as the present one. Also,it is possible that not all
the dimens ions that 1are re evant for this kind of an index
are equally easily quantifiable in terms of some reliable



indicator.
in selecting
included and
each.

And lastly, there is a value judgempnt involved
those particular dimensions which are to be
the relative weights that are to be given to

Alternately, one can choose a particular characteristic
of women's lives vis a vis men's, which is not only an important
indicator of their well-being but also sensitiv~ to changes
that take place in other aspects of their lives. This .too
involve some knowledge about the extent of interdependance
between dimensions and also a value judgement about the rela-
tive importance of that particular characteristic. And
since both the methods mentioned here of measuring women's
position viz. - preparing a PQLI or selecting one important
characteristic as a surrogate variable invol~ making a
value judgement, I have opted for the second method. The
characteristic I have selected for this purpose is sex
ratios of populations of different regions at different
points of time. My arguments for selecting this characteristic
rather than any other are as follows:

(a) "The most important argument in its favour is that
it is possible to get fairly reliable and Jcontinuous time
series over a long period for India and its parts. Even
the change of political and administrative boundaries have
been allowed for.

(b) These figures show that in the time period under
review i.e. first 80 years of the 20th century, there was in
fact a continuously increasing deficit in the relative number



of women in the India population. Experts (Visaria 1961:
Mitra 1980) agree that this deficit is not related to
biological differences in male and female birth rates
or any systemic under-ennumeration of women, but that it
reflects serious differences in male and female mortality
patterns. Since being alive is a precondition of well-
being, this higher proclivity towards death of women has
to be considered a primary indication of their relative
well-being.

c) A significant part of this deficit is not merely
an incidental result of the many relative disadvantages
that are generally the lot of poor women during early
periods of development. Admittedly Indian women are
subject to relatively higher morbidity and mortality rates
due to high fertility, early marriages, short intervals
between child-births, low maternal nutrition, lack of trained
attention during child-birth etc. However, it can be shown
that over and above these problems shared by women of most
underdeveloped countries, at least a part of the higher
cJeath-ratesof females are due to a deliberate and vicious
discrimination against the very vulnerable group of female
infants and young girso Also, average ag~ at marriage of
women, their fertility rates, maternal nutrition levels,
or access to-contraception are all themselves fairly
closely related to the social position of women in a
given society")and therefore thesn factors too cannot be
dismissed merely as -indicators of economic backwardness.

d) For India, as is argued in the nex l. few paragraphs,
regional differences in the sex ratio exhibit a very marked



pattern which has remaj.ned steady over a long period. This
in itself strongly suggests the possihili+,y that the less than
even sex ratios of India and its subregions are an important
indicator of institutional factors.

e) An examination of the details of relative levels of
age-group wise sex ratios and changes in them between regions
and over time appears to suggest that economic development

is in certain circumstances capable of removing some of the
handicaps and problems faced by women. These circumstances
however are not neutral to the prevailinQ socia-economic
traditions. Therefore, sex ratio as an indicator of women's
position appears to be sensitive to both cultural and economic
forces and'to the on-going interaction between these two in
each society.

This sensitivity of demographic indicators to changes
in women's position through different kinds of forces may
not hold good in all societies at all times. Inde0done can
visualise the possibility that in the coming years, general
improvement in health standards would lead to a reducing of
the deficit in women's populatio~without necessarily implying
a significant change in the socia-economic position of women.6
Neverthel~ss one can ~ay that at least for the first eight
decades of the 20th century, they did play tris role in the

Tim Dyson in a recent paper has argued that as general
life expectancy of Indian population goes up, sex ratio
of Indian population will increase for two reasons.
Onee women's life expectancy reaches 50+, women have
a better chance for out living men for biological
reasons. Two, as India becomes more modernised and uses
more machines, and energy, men, who are more involved
with the modern life style are relatively more prone to
industry induced diseases and accidents (Dyson 1986).



Indian society and its various subsections and therefore in
an analysis relating to that time span, its relevance is
fairly defensible.

The facts in the matter are quite straight-forward and
have been extensively analysed. The number of women as compared
to the number of men in the Indian population or its sex ratio
is remarkably low and contrasts sharply with that of many deve-
loped and developing countries. In 1981 it stood at 935 women
per 1000 men. Comparable figures for other countries are: 1058
for the USA (1981), 1034 for Japan (1980), 1053 for U.K. (1980).
Or to cite examples from developing countries closely comparable
with India in many other respects: sex ratio stood at 1008
in Thailand (1980), 991 in Malayasia (1979), 1011 in Indonesia
(1981), 1016 in Burma (1983), 1066 in Ethboia (1984). (U.N.
1985).

This ratio,moreover,had been falling throughout the 20th
century. Officially it has been claimed thai.the figure for
1981 was an improvement over the earlier trend)which fell steadily
from 971 in 1901 to reach an all time low of 931 in 1971. How-
ever, some experts have argued that the very sharp fall between
941 in 1961 to 931 in 1971 was due to a seri~us undercount of
females in the latter year (Visaria 1981, Dyson 1984). In
that case, if we ignore the 1971 figure, the 1981 results still
fit in with the secular trend of d~clineo Table 1 gives the
all India and statewise sex ratios for each decade since 1921.



The figure in Table 1 are calculated on the ba~is
of today's boundaries of India and each of the states
within it. They also relate to what is called general
sex ratio GSR (as different from SR or sex ratio)
because they have allowed for interstate migration.
This is important in the case of India because a large
section of males migrate singly in search of backward
areas to other selected areas which offer greater job
opportunities. Therefore, within India there are areas
where the number of males residing there is unnaturally
low due to male outmigration and others where it is
equally unnaturally high because of their inmigration.
Sex ratios of remaining population therefore get distorted.

The GSR is calculated after allowing for this:

Figures in Table 1 show that the deficit in the
number of women is not evenly spread over the whole
of India. There are some states like Punjab and Uttar

7~, These adjustments were made by allotting to each
state the number of males and females who were
born there but counted elspwhere and deducting
'from its.population the numbor of men and women
who were barn elsewhere lut counted there. Decadal
census data gives this break-up ofJmigrants by
place of origin in each state. '



Pradesh (U.P.) where this ratio has been markedly below
the national average throughout this period. There are
others like Kerala, Andhra Pradesh and Tamil Nadu where
it has consistently been above the national average. There
are a few like Assam and Bihar where its relative levels
has changed significantly during this period. And there
are a few like Maharashtra where it has always hovered
round the level of national average.

Table 1 with maps A and 0 which present the 1981
and 1911 physical outlines of areas with different r~nges
of GSR, brings out the following points. One, the levels
of GSR have changed over time and the movement for most
regions has mostly been downwards. However, the rates
of change have not been the same for all regions; in some
cases and at some points of time, it was faster and in
others not so. Secondly, areas of similar tendencies of
GSR form distinct clusters; they are not scattered wildly
allover the mapo They lie more or less close its each
other. Thirdly, between 1911 and 1981, the composition
of each such cluster has remained more or less the sameo

Even if the position of each may have improved, their
relative positions are static. Therefore, the few ch~ngesJ
like the recent fall in GSR of 8ihar, 9rissa, Madhya Pradesh
etc. stand out sharply in contrast and'demand an explana-
tion.



(16 )

Table - 1
Variations in GSR.192J-1981 (adjusted for Internal. MiqJ;:atiQ.D..l

Jammu &Kashmir 870 865 869 873 878 882 n.a.
*Punjab 821 830 850 858 864 863 879

Rajasthan 896 907 906 921 900 899 911
uttar Pradesh 909 904 907 910 909 862 872
Andhra Pradesh 993 987 980 986 981 975 974
Kerala 1011 1022 1027 1028 1022 1019 1035
Kalmataka 969 965 960 966 959 961 963
Tamil Nadu 1029 1037 1012 1007 992 975 975
Gujarat 944 945 947 952 940 936 945
Madhya Pradesh 974 973 970 967 953 943 941
Maharashtra 950 947 949 941 936 955 959
Assam 908 886 886 877 876 901 n.a.
Bihar 1016 994 996 990 994 928 925
Orissa 1086 1067 1053 1022 1001 983 978
West Bengal 905 890 852 865 878 931 946
India 955 950 945 946 941 931 935

Census of India 1971 Contenary ~bnograph No.6
Reg. Gen. of India, New Delhi.
These figures are adjusted for the several changes
of borders of different states and of India
that took place during this periodo

* Included Haryana and Himachal Prades h upto 1971.
For 1981 inclusive of Haryana only.



This deficit of females in the population arises
in two ways. In some regions, there is a shortfall
in the number of girls as compared to the number of
boys in the very young age group. The sex ratio

8for the age group 0-4 years is called CSR. Again this
deficit in the number of girl children is also not spread
evenly over the entire country. As Table 2 and Graph I
shows, there have been marked differences in the CSRs of
different states in all the three decades 1961 and 1971
and 1981. They also show that while the CSRs of most
states are far from constant, relative positions of
different states have not altered to any significant
degree in this period.

Lastly, WlapsC and 0 read together show that once
again, states of similar levels of CSR furm.different
zones within the country, and the boundaries of these
zones have remained fairly steudy between 1911 and
\

1981/even when absolute levels of CSR of each region
9have ,changed somewhat. In a way, for CSR levels, there

have been no dramatic changes like those in the GSRs of
a few states.

Since children of this age group do not migrate
except in families, there was no allowance made
for migration. TileCSR for eClchstate is calculated
on the basis of all children below 4 wh6 were
enumerated there for census purposeso

9. It was not possible to give a continuous decadal time
series of CSR levels of different states because
the necessary exercise of adjusting boundaries of
each states wo.s too laborious. For GSR this had
been done?bi Census uuthorj_ties. We have done
the same only for 1911.



SOUTH
ZONE

WEST
ZONE

!poPulation of Age
I C.S.R.t 19:1- 19:1

No. of Fem?le? per 100 Male~.
in Population 0-4 Years

Punjab
Haryana
Rajasthan
Uttar Pradesh
Himachal Pradesh
Jammu & Kas hmir

972
971
987
974

917
921
956
950
984
967

915
924
983
953
N. A.

N. A.

Andhra Pradesh
Karnataka
Kerala
Tamil Nadu

1009
973
975
995

1002
984
981
983

992
973
969
972

Gujarat
Madhya Pradesh
Maharashtra

, 971
941
983

960
992
975

966
985
953

EAST Assam 1035 1009 N. A.

• ZONE Bihar 1016 985 1010
Orissa 1048 1031 101R
West Bengal 1024 1019 1002



Taking into account the relative levels of GSR and CSR
changes in them over the period 1911 to 1981, the country
be divided into 4 distinct zones~O

The Northern zone - consisting of Punjab, Haryana,
Rajasthan and U.P. where GSR and CSR have always
been well below the national average. Even though
these levels are improving in some parts of this
zone, the position of each part of the region vis-
a-vis other regions still remains unchanged.

The VJestern zone - consisting of Maharashtra, Gujarat
and Madhya Pradesh where GSR has always been around
the national average though CSR has remained at slightly
lower levels.

IThe Eastern zone - consisting of Assam, West Bengal,
Bihar and Orissa where CSR has always been well above
the national average while G~R has quite often under-
gone sharp changes. In West Bengal and Assam GSR fell
for several decades earlier in the century but has by
now recovered somewhato In recent decades it is Orissa
and specially Bihar which are on a downward trend of

J

4. The Southern zone where both GSR and CSR have always been
well above the national average. This zone includes
Kerala, Tamil Nadu, Karnataka and Andhra Pradesh.

10. These zones are none of tl;omuniform within. In each the
different states exhibit varying levels of GSR and CSR at
different points of time but generally t:leclassification
is not affected by these fluctuations. It may be noted
that the four zones together do not cover the entire
country but for the purpose of this paper, I intend to
consider only this, what ccJ.nbe considered the trunk of
the countryo



The low CSR explains one part of the deficit in the
relative number of women but it does not account for the
whole of it. This point is easily appreciated when we
take account of states like those in the Eastern zone
where a surplus of girls in early ages gets converted
into a deficit of women in the population as a whole.
Graphs II and III show the movement of age gro\Jpwise sex
ratios for each state in 1961 and 1981. This data is
not adjusted for interestate migration so it is not
comparable with the GSR figures. However these graphs
show that in both 1961 and 1981, there are two troughs
or lows in the line joining the points representing levels
of sex ratios in each age group for India as a whole.
One trough is in early childhood-in age groups below puberty.
After that age, the levels of sex ratio rise for a few
age groups only to fall again after a peak in the age
group 25-29. It then goes on falling with some small
variations till the age group 50-54 when it starts to
rise again. Comparable lines for individual states do not
all' fallow the shape of the all India line. In a few
states the early childhood low does not occur. But surpris-
ingly almost all of the state-wise lines exhibit the later
dip in age groups between 30 to 55. As mentioned before,
since this data is not adjusted for inter-state migration,
the deficits in some states like West Bengal or Maharashtra
which import more male labour are more artificial than real?
as are the surpluses in other states like 8ihar and U.P. which
export adul t male lat'.ourto other states. Nev0rtheless, the
fact that in as many as 12 of the 1"1 stutes,levels of sex
ratio in the age group 50-55 is neur or below the national,
average~does indicate that there is a real short~all in the
number of Ind ian women If/hichoc curs in the uqe group between
30 to 55. This aspect of the deficit has often b8en neqlected



in the discussion regarding Indian women's demographic
position. Or it is attributed to the high fertility and
maternity_induced mortality of Indian women. However,
the point to note ii that, the deficit occurs not in the
peak fertility age groups (20-30 years of age) of women
but after that. In the period between 1961 and 1981 this
later trough in tl1is line of age-group wise sex ratios
has become shallower. According to Dyson, at least a
part of these changes in the shape of this line is due
to some changes in Indian male mortality patterns in
post-40 age groups (see footnote 5). This part will be
analysed in a later paper. In this paper, I intend to
discuss only the deficit of females in childhood.

Chapter - III
Bias Against Girl Children

In his pioneering work, Visaria (Visaria 1961) had
investigated causes of the deficit of women in India's
~opulation and had concluded that the deficit arose not
from any statistical error or natural peculiarities
of the pattern of conception and births in the,Indian
population but because of a relatively higher rate of

J
mortality of women and specially of girl children. Further
investigations have established beyond doubt this pattern
of higher mortality of girls in early ages and have also
shown that this pattern too is not explicable by biological
or natural factors. A brief summary of these findings
of demographers is given below.

It is generally agreed that biologically, female
infants are hardier than male ones and in primitive
regimes where mortality and specially infant mortality is



high, death rates are significantly higher for male infants
and children. In nature this higher vulnerability of males
is compensated by a preponderance of males in human concept-
ions and births. Apparantly there are as many as 105 boys
conceived per 100 girls. With highr?r rates of male mortality
this imbalance gets corrr?cted over early childhood years so
that numbers of males and females in pubescent population are
about even.

Davis and Ouever (Davis and Ouever 1982) have shown
that this natural pattern is disturb0d by economic development

/which leads to a drastic reduction in infant and child
mortality. For example, infant mortality rates (deaths in
first 365 days per 1000 children born) have fallen as low
as 6 in Japan, 11 in the USA, or 6 in Norway. Death rates
in populations of 1 to 4 years are almost negligible (World
Development Report 1987, Table 29, p.259). As a result,
What is called child mortality rates (Deaths per 1000 children
of age group 0-4 yeors alive at the start of the year plus
those born within the last 365 days) fall to very low levels.

Since at birth, there is a natural excess of males in
the population, populutions of younger age groups continue
to be male dominated when infant and child death rates are
brought to such low levels through develdpment. In fact
Davis and Ouever have shown that in countries like Norway
(which is not greatly affected by international migration
flows) there has been a tendency for an excess of males
till the age of 50 years. Tile?overall excess of females
in the population is due to their much longer life expectancy,
because male deuth rat0s for all age groups above 50 years
significantly exceed those of females.



India's child population has also become increasingly male
dominated. Till 1931 or so, there were about 1030 to 1035 girl
children to
population.
Table 2 had

1000 boys of age group 0-4 years in the Indian
Since then· however this ratio has fallen and as

shown, in 1981 there were only 958 girls to 1000 boys.

Moreover, while the fall in GS~ may perhaps have been
arrested between 1971 to 1981,the sex ratio of child population
continued to fall even in that decade. The explanation by
Davis and Ouever which was discussed above however does not
apply to India,because even in 1981, India's infant and child
mortality rates were far above those of the developed countries.
Acco~ding to Chandrasekhara(1959), India's infant mnntality
rates were about 134 per 1000 infants (Of ages below 1 year)
till 1950. From then onwards till 1978 this rate had fallen
by only a small margin to 126. Thereafter the rate fell at
a much faster rate, but even then in 1981 it stood at 110.
Death rate of children between uge groups 1 to 4 years were
also quite significant. In 1981 it accounted· for almost
half as 'many deaths as deaths of infants. Altogetller, for
age groups 0-4 years, the death rate for India as a whole
stood at 43 per 1000 in 1981. Therefore the increasing
tendency of male dominance in India's child p~pulation cannot
be equated with a similar tendency observed in developed
countries in recent years.

This point becomes all the more clear if one examines the
recent data on child mortality rates provided by the §ample
Registration System (Table 3)



1970 1978

--------------------[~~~~;;;~]~~~~~~;;;~]~~~~~~;;~~]~~~~~~;;~~
Male 51.7 4.6 44.7 3.7
Female 55.1 5.0 5201 4.7
Female death rate
as 1% of male
death rates 106.6 10807 116056 127.03
--------------------------------------------------------------

For both these age groups not only is the female death rate
higher but the bias has increased with the fall in the death



per cent of the less developed countries covered by the
recent World Fertility Survey. She therpfore argues th~t the
excess female mortality in India points in the direction
of social rather than in~igeneously determined biological
causes (Ibid, P. W9 19).

She had shown that Padmanabha's data (Padmanabha 1982)
gives the following ratios of age specific female to male
mortality in different age groups.

Mortality rates

1. 0 to 29 dc'lys 0086

2. 29 days to 1 year 1.202

3. 0 days to 1 year 0.977

- 4. 1 year to 4 years 1.303

50 29 days to 4 years 1.262



That is to say, even in India, neo-natal mortality (mortality
in first 29 days of life) affects males more. But the later
bias against girl chilr'1renis even more markrd than what is
shown by the overall exce~s female mortality in ~nfancy or child-
hood.

These facts are further highli0hteo hy the details given
in Table-5. Neo-natal deaths i.e. deaths in the first 29
days after birth accountec f0r as much as 63 percent of the
infant deaths in 1901. As Clark has sh~wn, for this brief
period, male infants were more vulnerable than 'female ones.
But in the period from 29 days to 365 days, female suscepti-
bility to death was so much high~r th~n the male one (as
indicated by the ratio fi~urc of 1.202 in r~~ 2 of table 4)
that though less than 40 pn.rcent of .:311 infant deaths occurred
in that period, the preponderance of male deaths in neo-natal
age group was almost wipeel out. (The overall IMR ratio was
almost even, in ruw 3 Table 4). In later aCje groups from 29
days to 4 years, female death rate~ wore higher than male
ones and the bias got increasingly sGarper as children grew
older. 'cIt grew steadily from age glDup below 29 days to the age
group 29 days to 1 year and then enw.ards for the age group
1 to 4 yeats.



Table 5
Relative DeClth Rates of r.'\<:lleand FemClle

InfQnts and ChiLdren - Stgtewis~

nfant MJrtality 8-1\. Year Death
ates 1981 Rates ~~le/

Female

0-4Death Rates 0-4 Death Neo-
1981

---------------~--------------
Rate per Male/ I 1971/75 1976/

---------~-- 1:;:------:::;~l_--3------~;----
------------------------------~---------------
India
sOiJ1J1 Zone
Andhra Pra-
desh
Karnataka
Kerala
Tamil Nadu
West Zone

Gujarat
Madhya
Pradesh
Maharashtra
East Zone

Assam
Bihar
Orissa

r- West Bengal
North Zone
Haryana
Punjab

r- Raj as than
uttar Pradesh

86
67
. 37
91

1. 15
1. 01
1. 12
1.01

116

142
79

h07
1. 09

106
118
135
91

0.99
0.90
ro07
1. 01

101
81
108
150

0081
0.99
1 • 12
0.95

Natal
deaths
at %
of
Infant

--------- deaths
0-1 1to 1981
Yf. 4 yrs.

1,lale/ Fe- R.at

Fem- male io
ale f1ate

as per-
centage
of total
death

-------- -----[--------- -------
5 6 7 8 9 10_______________ 1 _

3008
2306
13.3
35. 1

36.7
1.1 O. 2
1.12.2
3503

3')07
23.8
4608
530 1

30.0
2409
11.0
3502

1. 05
1002
1015
1003

1206
2009
8.4
11 03

63.1 0095 18.9
~606 0097 ?-209

J
42.3
44.9
/12.1
3107

11:-2.5
2707
511.!
6~30 5

0.98
0.93
1. 06
10()2
0.82
0.83
0089
0.82

18.0
15.9
21 .9
R. 1

21 .7
15.9
22.4
24.4

7.5
11.7
406
5.5

6.7
9.2

11.8
11.6
6.7
4.4

Columns 1,2,5,6 and 10 from S;,rnple Registration System ('DI
Ministry of Home Affairs, Now Delhi 1983.

1 .01
0.98
0.97
1004

1.07
0.93
1. 04
1. 03

Columns 8 and 9 from child in India GOI l.\inistry of Welfare
New Delhi 1985 Table 2.45 DP 182-123.

0.90

0.91
0.97

69.7
70.2
68.7
6807

56.7
68.4

63.3
63.0
5901
70-0-2

56.9
60.2
55. 1
64.0

CoJ.umns 3 and 4 Tim Dyson - Excess FemClle ~.\(Htali ty in India
etc. Dhaka January 1987 Table 5.

0.93
0.03

n.a
0.9'1

0.78
0.77
0.84
0.78

Oo7';j
0079
0.90
0074



Dyson's analysis in a recent paper (Dyson 1986) from
which columns 3 and 4 of table 5 have been taken, indicated
that though infant and child death rates were falling
since the seventies, this had not led to a marked decline
in the bias against girls. Between 1971/75 and 1976/80
the ratio of male to female death rates in age groups 0-4 rose
only slightly ..:for India, it fell further in Maharashtra,
Haryana and U. P.

The state wise figures from table 5 indicate several
interesting trends. Levels of infant mortality as well as
child mortality rates for different periods differed widely
between states and even within the four zones delibeated
above; these variations moreover were not fully accounted
for by levels of development of each state. For example,
Gujarat and Bihar had almost similar rates of infant
mortality inspite of the considerably higher level of

10development of the former.

Furthermore, table 5 shows that, the ratio of male to
female deaths for India as a whole fell between infancy and
childhood. That is to say, while IMRs were almost the same
for male and female infants, deaths in childhood as a whole
(i.e. between 0-4 years) were definitely ~ore frequent in
case of gir~ children. One can put it in another way.

Similarly, although Haryana's IMR was much lower
than that of uttar Pradesh, the bias against girl
infants was clearly very high since the ratio of
male to female death rates was the lowest in the
country for both.



In infancy, when causes of death were more likely to be due
to physical conditions - birth weight, birth related disorders,
exposure to infections and slJsceptibility to them etc. and
when most children were breast-fed by the mother (so nutrition
was less likely to be affected by gender issues; but after
infancy, when a child's survival chances come to be increasingly
influenced by the extent of social regard for its well being
whether or not it got proper nutrition and adequate medical-
attention, etc., the bias against girls becomes more marked as
measured by relative death rates.

t~ch more interesting are the variations between regions
around this basic all-india pattern. In the Southern and
Eastern zones, in almost all states the ratio of male to
female death rates was higher than one or near even and it
remained the same or increased slightly between infancy to
age group 0-4 years (Columns 2 and 6 of table 5). In the
Western zone, this ratio was below even both in infancy
and childhood, but it generally tended to improve after
infancy. But in the northern zone, it fell sharply after
infancy and remained well below even. Interestingly, Punjab's
child mortality rates were some of the lowest in the country.
Except for Kerala, no other state had as low a male death
rate in age group 0-4 as Punjab, uttar Pradesh, on th other
hand, easily topped all states in child death rates.
Madhya Pradesh was a close second if one took boys and girls
together. Yet the ratio of death rates between boys and girls
for Punjab and uttar Pradesh were almost the same. Haryana,
another rich state of the r~gion had about average death rates
for girls but for boys, its record was m~5ri be~tet~.: Its ratio
of male to female child death rates was also the same as Punjab



and U.P. Similarly, in the Western zone, this ratio
(column 7) was at about similar level for all three
states - Maharashtra, Gujarat and Madhya Pradesh -
through each of the three etates had very different
levels of child death rates. Another interesting
fact was that fa; Maharashtra, inspite of its low
and falling infant and child death rates, the se~ ratio
of 0-4 death rates had worsened between 1971/75 to 1976/80.
All in all, one could say that progress or development did
not alter the basic character in this respect of the states
vis-a-vis each other.

Causes of Higher Mortality Rates of Girls

The processes through which death rates of female
children tend to be relatively higher in some regions of
India have been the subject of several studieso Without
going into details of the extremely complex and controver-
si~l results of various studies, a few of the common
conclusions of research so far are mentioned here. Leela
Visaria (Visaria 1988) after looking at various studies11

for different regions of India and Bangaladesh had
concluded that "What has been shown is tHat boys receive
preferential treatment in certain foods which are more
valued or considered nutritio~s. Such foods are not consumed
daily in majority of the households and therefore they can
not have a significant impact on the nutritional status of
children" (p.6). In support of this conclus ion, Gopalan' s
(Gopalan 1987) analysis of the data collected by National

11. For example she refers to Khan et al's two stud ies of
Haryana village (Khan et al 1983) and Chen et al's
study of Matlab thana in Bang~adesh (Chen et al 1981).



Monitoring Bureaus for rural population in seven states
indicated that actually, male children suffered more from
malnutrition than females. Visaria noted that in line with
her earlier conclusion, the discrimination against girls
in nutrition was marked only in more developed areas/better
off families12 presumably because it was only there that
some extra alternatives were available. This could also
work in times of famines and scarcity when girls may be
given less food (Bairagi 1986, Sen 1986).

Visaria however found considerable evidence both
from her reading of studies by others and also her own
prqject on differential health care prior~o death in
Kach~qj1 area of Gujarat to indicate that "female children
were clearly at a disadvantage with respect to health
care in the event of an illnes513• Visaria concluded that
in her sample the process was not general but confined to
particular communi ties and social, cul fural as well as
economic factors all interact to generate the bias.

~len & Sengupta's study of two vil.la(l0sin Wry:o. t 'jnn'l...alalso came to a similar conclus ion ($.en& Sengupta 1~8-3)•

The Khanna study in Punjab, (Singh, Go~don ~ Wyon
1962) the Matlab study in Bangladesh (Chen et al 1981)
and Khan et al (Khan et al 1983) all confirmed this
findingo ~



Recently, Dasgupta (Dasgupta 1987) had resurveyed
several villages originally included in the Khanna study
(Wyon and Gordon 1971) which hL.1dconsisted of intensive
field survey of fertility behaviour. Her findings brought
out some further interesting aspects of the bias against
young girls. She found that the burden of excess mortality
(that she had observed in her field work) fell selectively
on a subset of female children. This subset consisted of
girls born into families which already had at least one
surviving daughter. The conscious and voluntary behaviour
required to do this is far greater than would necessarily be
involved in a generalised discrimination against females
(Ibid p. 95). She indicated that the bias was closely related
to individual parents' family building strategies. And it was
falling size of desired families combined with a persistent
desire to have at least one or two male children that was
leading to an even greater pressure on younger mothers to
literally neglect their "surplus" daughters to deatho
\

starting with a provocative little article by Bardhan
on the 1971 Census results (Bardhan 1974) several scholars

Jhave worked during the last decade on this~road regional
pattern of_the bias against girl children in Indiao Miller
(Miller 1981) in her work based on historical and ethnographic
material along with Census data for the early decades of 20th
century has shown that the zoning of India by levels of JSR
(sex ratios in population of age group 0-9 years) has held
good for a long time. According to her, areas 'of low JSR
today are the same areas where at one time female infanticide



was commonly practised. Based on available ethnographic
material, she argues that the same attitudes which once
promoted female infanticide are still responsible for the
current social attitudes and practices leading to a short-
fall in the number of girl children.

For explaining these inter-regional differences,
Miller (Ibid) and Bardhan (Bardhan 1974, 1982 and 1984)
have linked the bias against girls in the north and north-
west with the relatively low rates of participation of
women in economic activities or women's work force parti-
cipation rates (women's WFPR) prevailing there. They have
argued that, in the south, in contrast to the north, these
WFPRs for women are and have been in the past distinctly
higher. According to them, this is because southern agritul-
tural economy being rice based, agrarian activities there are
more labour intensive and hence more in need of women's
labouro As against that, northern wheat-dominated agricul-
ture uses less labour and therefore can manage without
using women in field activities. 'Agarwal (Agarwal 1986)
also argues that greater participation in economic activities
giVes southern women a better position in the family than
their northern Counterparts. But she does not agree with
the hypothesis that it is the dominance of rice that alone
causes higher WFPR of women. She points ~o the fact that
agriculture in West Bengal and Assam is heavily dominated by
rice cultivation but women's WFPR there are some of the
lowest in India. She also argues that the census data ort
WFPRs has come under considerable criticism for its lack
of adequate coverage of women's work and therefore cannot be
taken to be a sound indicator either of the cultural perception
of women's work or their value to the society. Inspite of such



criticisms, the Bardhan/Miller hypothesis is widely
accepted as an explanatioh of inter-regional differences
in wo~en's position and therefore deserves a more detailed
examination.

Their argument is on the following lines : in areas
where women's WFpRs are high a girl is regarded as less of
an unproductive burden. Therefore birth of a girl child is
not considered as much of a calamity as it j~ in arens
where women's WFPRs are low. To quot(? MilJ.er··"My hypothesis
is that "worth" is to a large extent related to work"
(Miller 1981 p. 25). Miller also considers the impact of
relatively high marriage costs of a daughter's wedding to
the family as an additional explanation of the neglect of
female babies. She notes th~t the incidence of low WFPRs
of women and of high marriage costs have a high negative
correlation amongst communities but does not explore the
reasons for this.

After examlnlng available ethnographic studies, Miller
concludes that low WFPR and/or high marriage costs to the
bride's family explain a part of the variations in levels of

14JSRs (sex ratios in age groups 0-9 years) (Miller ibid
Jpp. 158-159) but not allo

14. Incidentally ,,-·tillerhas calculated JSR as a ratio of no.
of male children (age group 0-9 years) per 1000 female
children while I have calculated the reverseo Therefore
what she calls a high JSR is a low JSR for this papero

The confusion is regretted.



Furthermore, as mentioned before, Miller explains
the differences in women's WFPRs in terms of the variations
in labour requirements of rice and wheat cultivation. She
does take note of the problems of accounting for women's
low ~FPRs in rice dominated Bengal and Assam. But her
explanation for that phenomenon was that Bengal and Assam
had traditionally used in rice cultivation the technique of
broad-casting and not of transplantation. Broadcasting
technology was relatively less labour intensive and therefore
Bengal could afford to keep its women Olltof the work of
cultivation. Bardhan's argument is on similar lines. In
a recent paper Kalpana Bardhan has also reiterated it
(Bardhan 1986).

There are several very serious objections to this line
of argument. First of all Miller has derived a causal
connection between the relative levels of JSRs of different
regions and relative levels of WFPRs of women from the fairly
close correlation that existed between the values of these
two variables in the 1961 census reports. For periods there-
after she has used findings of various ethnographic studies
conducted over several years by various scholars at different
sites. Surprisingly she has not considered the findings
regarding.women's WFPA from census report~ of earlier decades
even though it is generally accepted that figures of WFPRs
as given by definitions used in censuses for 1911, 1921
and 1931 can be made comparacle with these of 1961. Had
she done so, she would have found thot, while relative figlJres
of region-wise JSRs have been fairly steady from 1901 to 1961,
figures of women's relative WFPRs have undergone very marked
changes even in relative levels from one decade to another



1 5of the 20th century. Table 6 shows these WFPRs of women in
different parts of India in different decades.

Our earlier figures had shown that throughout 20th
century the north zone was consistently an area of low CSRs
and the east and south zones areas of high CSRs. However,
in 1911, women's WFPRs in Uttar Pradesh and Rajasthan compared
very well with these of regions in the south and west zone.
So did those of Bihar and to a lesser degree of Orissa.
Inspite of that CSRs bf Rajasthan and Uttar Pradesh were well
below those of regions of the eastern zone. But as Miller has
pointed out, Rajputana which is included in to-day's Rajasthan
and Madhya Pradesh was the traditional epicentre of female
infanticide practices. Moreover, in the decade after 1911,
women's WFPRs fell sharply in Kerala and West Bengal; in
recent years in Bihar and Orissa too, same trends are noticeable.
Yet the CSRs of none of these areas have fallen to levels
comparable with these of north of west zone states. In other
words, there is no evidence that a robust caesal link between
region-wise women's WFPR levels and CSR levels can stand the
test of time. The 1961 findings cannot be extended backwards to
explain tilediscrimination against girl children that has apparent~

J
150 For this table, the 1981 figures are not strictly comparable

with those of earlier years, since there was a difference
in emphasis put on the cognition of persons regarding their
status as workers (Anker 1983) to allow for) this to some
extent the.figures given include main plus marginal workers.



16existed for a long time.

The use of ethnographic material for assessing women's
WFPRs -or incidence of.dovyry,.&hrideprice practices is also
highly questionable in this context. In her table no.S
(pp 127-129) Miller has summed up the findings of several
such studies extendin~ over a period from mid-1950s to
late 1970s. Some of these studies has related to propertied
groups, others to non-propertied ones and still others to
both. As Miller herself points out, relative numbers
of working and non-workiDg-women in each site were not avail-
able so that the ran kings of general WFPRs of women in
each site as high, medium or low is mainly impressionistic.

The figures of WFPR ~hown in tablo 6 are not
comparable with Miller's figures of what she
has called FLP (female labour participation
rates) because she had used the WFPRs only of
women of age groups 15 to 34 whereas I have
taken them for the entire female population.
Miller's argument for using FLP instead of
WFPR is that the age group 15-34 years includes
the largest number of adult females in 1961.
However if we consider age-group wise WFPRs
of women in fact the female WFPI1 for age
group:; 15-29 is much lower than those for age
groups 30-34 and 45 to 59. Indeed it is an
important characteristic of the life cycle
pattern of Indian women that the physical
strain on them is greatest after the age of
30 years. 8y then, they usually go back to
work but are still continuing to have children.
This problem will be discussed in the second
part of this monograph.



1981
Rural Only

Main + f'1arginal

North Zone

Punjab (includes 11.9 L:.7 14.? 10.2
Haryana)

Rajasthan 45.5 38.3 35.9 21.1

Uttar Pr<:ldesh 33.3 29.8 18.1 9.6

South Zone

Andhra Pradesh 41.58 30.30 41.33 38.8
Kera12 28.01 22.81 19.75 17.0

\

Madras ·(T. N • ) 36.48 30.12 31.29 27.4

Mysore 2f.14 25.32 32.02 25.4

v-le st Zone

Bombay (includes 36.74 29.72 34.61 27.2
Gujarat)

Madhya ~radesh 47.85 37.46 44.0 30.4

- East Zone

Bihar 34.71 26.09 27.13 13.4
Orissa 30.43 30.04 26.58 14.7

West Bengal 12.79 13.19 9.44 8.9
----------------------------------------~------------------------------

Source: J.N. Sjnha 1972 stat0ment 8 pp. 24-25,
Nirmala Bonerjec 19~P. statement 1 p. 2.



Secondly, these assessments of tIleextent of women's
work as given by various investigations are themselves
subject to the viccissitudes created by the definition of
work. This has indeed been a long-standing problem for
all estimates of women workers in India. For example,
as I have discussed later the Jat women of Punjab and
Rajasthan were traditionally known for the tremendous
amount of work t;ieydid but, as several studies included
in Miller's table mention, they were consistently categorised
as non-workers partly because their activities were home-
based (animal care, dairy, food processing, knitting industry
etc), and partly also because social mores of the region were
such that families did not recognise women's economic contribution.

Similarly, Miller has c0tegorised Nimkhera where
Jacobsen had done her field work in 1970 as a low WFPR
area of women who maintained Purrtah. Out again, as I haye
mentioned later on, Jacobsen (Jacobson 1982) specifically
~akes the point that inspite of Purdah restrictions, the
Nimkh~ra women worked in field at peak l;'bour demand season
by going back to their natal villages. 80sing any
conclusions regarding relative levels of women's WFPRs on
such studies is thus very unreliable.



~'ljhatDetermines Itlomen' s ltJFPR?

Moreover, even if one were to ,1CCE~ptthe hypothesis that
work gives worth to women, it. only push·""sthe prob 1oms ba.ck by
one step: why is it th0t the~e.are such sh~rp differences in
regionwise women's WFPRs according to the various definit;ons
used by census authorities? And how, if at all, do they affect
women's position or in this crJse, the CSR ?

Again, Miller's explanation of differ~nces in women's
WFPRs between north and south is r3ther sim~listic not only because
of the anomaly presente~ by rice growing Den0al ann Assam, but
also because it is a moot point ho~ far south (in the sense of
area of better JSR/CSR) was itself a ricp-qrowinq area ann in
contrast the north (i .Co ar/:'dof poor JSR/C.SR) a non-rice Fire.].

The 1911 Census reports (Vol. I, Pto- I) provides us with
detailed information on crop0inq patterns of v."lriDllS poli tical
and natural regions of India (Map.E is reprc~uced from there) 0

From this it appears th~t, at that time, on the Deccan plateau
which accounts for most of the Indion land south of the Vindhya
mountains, rice accounted for no more than 5 per~ent of the cropped
area. Rice was an important crop only in the very narrow strips
along the west and ea.st coasts of the peninsula and in the flatter
valleys and deltas of the rivers Kavcri, Godavari and to a smaller
extent, Tapti. Even in the rCC1i~n e1uival~nt to to-days' Tamil
Nadu, only. 26 percent of the cultivated land was then under rice. In
contrast in the north, 30 p0rcent of land in ea.stern Uttat Pradesh
was under rice. The major rice producing arCQs w~re in the East-
Assam, Ben 'aI, Bihar and Orissa wherr rice claimen 50 to 70 percent
of all cultivated land.



Even in 1971-72 after th~ completion of m~jor irri0Qtion
schemes in the South, Andhra Pr2dcsh (rouqhly comparable with the

1(earlier state of Hyderabad) had 37.~0[ gross cropped area unrler
rice. In Maharashtra (part ofe~rli'r area under Bombay province,
Bombay States C.P. and Berar as well as 2.P. Stated 1r::.~~ of the
gross cropped area was under rice. In MyS0re State even then only 20
percent or less of the gross croppe~ area was under rice. In ~amil
Nadu (comparable to parts of Madras province and Madras States
including Tanjavoor) the comparable figure had risen fast to 58
per cent (GOI 1972 Table 17 p. 48). By 1981-82 for Andhra Pradesh,
this figure had risen to 44 percent, and fer Maharashtra as well
as Karnataka it had risen to 25 to 33 percent (COI 1984). So
really speaking, the equivalence betweon ricp cultivation and
South (i.e. areas of traditionally high WFPR of women) was not
a historical f,lct but a relativPly r'~c('>nt[lhenom('<non. In f.lct KerFlla
was the only area of Southern India (earlier Travancore and Cochin
states) which had traditionally grow~ rice as the principle crop
and, as table 6 shows, its WFPR of women wos always well below the
southern norm. Rice cultivation, whethor by broadcasting or by
transplantation technique, cannot then be s~id to have accounted
for the~'high WFPR of women in some parts of Inriia.

Before going further into this is~ue c0ncerning determinants
of women's WFPR in e~ch region it is perhaps neces~ary to explain
why I have used 1911 as a kind of benchmark in this analysis. In
many ways the years immerllately preceerlin'l the first worlri war
marked a kind of a watershed for Inni ~n ,,,omen's p~rtj cipation
in ec~nomjc activitipc. The 1911 10v~1 of women's WFPR for Indian
as a whole and for most recions therein w's the hiqhest in entire
Census recorris from 1872 to 1981. 1\150 after that d;'lte,women's
industri aJ. employrnent fe 11 shnr[~ly and the absolu te number of women
in industrial workforce was lower in 1961 than the equivalent figure



Indian economy had hac ne?cr1y a hun(lr,~ryn;:l rs to adjust to the
enormous shock of the destruction o~ its tr~ditjon~l industries
throuqh competi tion from B ritish inr'l\1~ tri ':11nror'1\lctsjn th8 Itlake

of the industrial revoluti on in Sri tai n. Inc~i.:Jnpopulati on had
also been almost stagnent for a co~~j0pr~h,1p. period around 1911.
Moreover, till then, though railw~ys an~ rOAds har begun to
open up the countryside, the bulk of the rural p00ulation still
depended on the products of local subsistence industries of grain
and dairy processing, pottery, fuel and fodcler - etc. for it.s basic
necessi ties of manuf acture(1 g0CCC,. H0men had fo rmp0 an impo rtan t
part of the industri.';l\,rorkforce in th~s,--' Sll!,~;jstenceind1\strips.
in the period after this, these villago in0ustri~s came increasingly
under competition with products of larne scalp modern industries
as transport networ1<:0.x!,~nrk'(~. 1\1J il) all, bpCilUSf"> of f.=1ctorssuch

17as these, there WAS then perhnns more of .:1 r"ll:'lncebetween the
supply of and demand for women's labour in the Indian economy.
Inter-regional vnriatio~s in w0men's ~FPR according to the 1911
Census records therefore were probably more representative of
the variations in cultural traditio~s and pc'nomic imper~iives
of each,societ,y than figures for later years when constraints on
demand for women's labour became wore op0rative.

For these reasons, I have ten0eo to uSP t~e =en~us records
for this y~ar as a basis for "ln~lysi:,of F~ctnrs 0rtermining the
relati ve levels Df women's I',JFPR in eAch reai "n.

In the entire el~hor~tion of th0 hypothesis of work giving
women v'!orth,one finds litt,l(~or' no curiosity nbont wh-.t actually

17. I have elsewhere 0isc1J~,:,edin some netFlils the reasons why
the rroces~ of modernis~tion ten~ed to margin~lise wo~en
in the 20th century ecrm~my of Ren".=11(Banerjee 19W1).



constitutes women's work and whether or not it could at all
give a woman any worth.: However, it has been shown by several
studies that in India, though tho line dividing men's jobs
from ,women's has shifted very dramatically between regions over
time, nevertheless it has always been discriminating. In
each situation examined, women were allotted poorer tools, and
their work was therefore less productive of value. When
tasks were allotted to women, they soon became socially less
valuable and came to be paid at relatively poorer rates.
Also their tasks were generally repetitive, laborious and
physically exhausting (ICSSR 1983, Banerjee 1985a, 1985b,
1989). In addition, it is generally acknowledged that,
being a part of the work force did not and still does not
absolve Indian women from the burden nf housework which in
many cases not only includes standarc; tasks of cooking,
cleaning and child care but also a lot of preparatory work
and assistance in the family's economic enterprise. This
extended concept of housework claims a significant part of
most women's working hours. Therefore it would not be
surprising if Indian women abstained from the generally
poorly rewarded economic work assigned to them unless it

'1-0
becomes absolutely imperativeo They would prefer withdraw

"from the labour market whenever possibleo

Moreover, apart from the consideration that in India as
Jelsewhere, women's domestic work is crucial for the reproduc-

tion of the family labour, it is also a very common tendency
in India to equate a family's sense of well-being with the
amount of time devoterl by its women to domestic choreso

Therefore, its eems logical to as'~ume that families would
withdraw women from the labour market and replace them by
other labour whenever the latter is available cheaply and
readilyo



Surolus Generation and Women's WFPR

Both these possibilities, one of women wanting to
withdraw from onerous jobs and families preferring them
to confine themselves to housework would become real to a
greater extent in areas where the economy generated sufficient
surplus for sustaining a larger size of "idle" or dependent
(non-worker) population. To examine whether this was
actually the case, table 7 presents two kinds of indicators
relating to two different hypotheses.

The first hypothesis was that, in the relatively densely
populated areas, land would be scarce and there would be a
larger class of landless labour available to be hired as
cheap wage labour to replace women in fa~ily enterprises.
Therefore woman's WFPns would be·n~uativnly rnlatprl to
population density.

From the figures in table 7 however it cannot be said
that the relation held good in 19110 Among areas with
population densities below 150 persons per square mile the
WFPR of women was above 30_percent in 10 out of 12 cases

o

In areas with population densities above 225 persons per
square mile also, five out of seven had women's WFPRs
above 25%. For three of these latter regions the rates were
above 30%0 So the negative relation betweeh these two
variables was_not very robust.

On consideration, this result is not very surprising.
Areas of high population density would presumably have a
large number of landless and poor people whose \fI.'omenwould
have to work to supplement tilefamjly income. Even if some
women were wi thdrawn from housohoId Gntarpris (:?sto be replaced
by wage labour, other women belonging to assetless households
which contribute the bulk of the two catogories agricultural
labour and general labour as per the 1911 Census categories,
would themselves be required to join the workforce.
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The other indicator of relatively greater surplus generation
was the extent of dependent population sustained by the economy
or in other words, the WFPRs of the female as well as of the male
population. The argument behind this hypothesis would be that,
women's WFPR may be relatively low in areaS where in general the
economy could maintain a relatively larger percentage of idle
population and therefore male WFPRs would also be relatively
low. Male and female WFPR would then be positively correlated.18
If on the other hand, the constraints operating towards low
WEPRs of women were on cultural and not economic grounds, then
low WFPRs of women would have had to be compensated by higher
than average WFPRs of men.

In table 8, the data from columns 3 and 4 of Table 7
regarding the WFPRs of women and men for each region has
been cross tabulated by levels of these WFPRs. It can be seen
from it that, 13 out of the 26 regions lay on the diagonal going
from left to right, That is to say, in 13 of these regions,
if women's WFPR were low, men's were also low in their respectively
relevant ranges and vice versa. On the other hand in only four
areas~ men's WFPRs were hiqh although women's employment
was relatively low i.eo men were overfulfilling their labour
participation estimates as per women's WFPRs. These four regions
were Punjab, Punjab States, U.P. States and marginally Bengal.
Their case will considered later. As against that, there were
nine areas where the reverse was tru~ i.e. ~here men's WFPRs
were low relative to the level of women's WFPRs. In other words ,
it was very common for women to compensate for a shortfall in men's
WFPRs, rather than men doing so as would have been expected
if women were being kept out of work force for cultural reasons.

180 When work opportunities are scarce, it is possible that
women would lose out in competition with men and therefore,
the WFPRs of the former would fall faster than men's but
I have assumed that in 1911, unemployment was not a serious
problem. It is to be noted that Census records for 1911
did not distinguish between low paid or seasonal and other
work.



In most regions where women overfulfilled the work
requirement (i.e. regions lying to tho left of the diagonal)
men's \ITPRswerp. relatively low probably because a significant
section of working age males had migrated out of those
areas to work in urban occupations in other states or even
to other countries in Africa or far east. Bihar and Orissa
along with Chota NagT)Ur and Bihar and Orissa states would
be some of these regions. To a lesser extent Bombay, Bombay
states and Baroda State would also fall in this category.
Manipur however may represent a break from the All-India
pattern since women's position there may be more akin to
the Burma and S.E. Asia pattern. The deficit in supply
of labour generated by these migratory trends if the male
workforce was being made up by women and children specially
for subsistence activities. Put in another way, in regions
from where adult males tended to migrute for work, the remain-
ing male population would have a higher percentage of children
and old men. Therefore, in order to continue to run the
traditional subsistence activities of the household, women
had to be over-represented in the labour force.

\ Table - 8
Distribution of 1911 reQions by WFPBs of

Men and Women

Men's WFPR 6000 6001 to 65.1 +-
65.0

Women's
WFPR

- 1500 3 3 1
1501 to 3000 2 3

3001 ;t 3 4 7



These details indicate that whenev0.r women's labour was
necessary for the sustenance of the fumily oconomy, cultural
considerations apparently did not prevent their participation.
In such regions, either women were free of purdah restrictions
or even if restrictions were there, some additional conventions
were built up to circumvent them.

This was brought out well in a study of a village called
Nimkhera near Bhopal by Doranne Jacobsen (Jacobsen 1982, 1986).
In this region there were strict limits on women's mobility
through purdah in their marital homes. However, since there

.was an acute shortage of labour in the reAk agricultural
season, some additional conventions had been built to allow
married women also to join the labour force. Purdah apparently
did not prevent a woman from moving freely in her natal village;
therefore it was customary for all young married women to visit
their parents' homes during the busy season of agriculture and
help with the work in the fields of tlleirfathers and brothers.
In that way, overall women's work participation could be high
even wren there was purdah operating in the society.

J

Another possible reason for the relatively low WFPRs of
women in some regions in 1911 could have been the fact that,
in some regions a significant pro~ortion of population made
its living in occupations which did not give women any score
for work.

In Table 7, column 5 indicates that in most subregions
of India, over three fourth of the population was working
in agriculture in 1911. Generally, more the dependence on
agriculture of the population, the higher was the WFPH of



women of that area: but there were several marked exceptions
where agricultural activities were prosperous and the surplus
produced in those activities made it possible to sustain a
larger proportion of non-worker or deperident population.
In a few areas which are mentioned in table 9 however, a
somewhat higher than average percentage of population depended
for their livelihood on occupations otller than a0riculture.
In these sub-regions, usually industry was by far the next
most important sector of employment. However, at that point
of time, most of the industrial production took place in
villages and consisted of,fairly crude manufactures meant
for ir~ediate local markets. Women were responsible for a
large part of the production and output of subsistence
industries. Typically, women were most active in industries of
food processing, of processing forest products and also in
dairy and animal husbandry-based industries. In uttar Pradesh,
Bihar, Orissa, ~sam and Travancore Cochin's women accounted
for about half the total industrial work force in 1911. In
Bengal, Ajmer Mewara and Rajputana to%ver 1/3rd of the
entire industrial labour force consisted of women.

'The non-agricultural occupations where women were most
conspicious by their absence consisted of long distance trade and
transport, armed forces and public adnlinistration. In many

Jof these, traditional biases as well as women's lack of mobility
and access to.modern education prevented their entry. Inspite
of these problems, figures in table 9 do not really explain to
any great extent the differences in women's WFPRs between
different regions. As a matter of fact, these occupations
outside agriculture and manufacturing industry were so small



in size compared to the sizes of the total population and labour
force that at aggregative levels, their impact could not but be
negligible.

However, in one sense, the somewhat greater importance
in these occupations other than agriculture and industry did
mak~ a significant difference for women's position. Workers
in many of these occupations ,not only earned better incomes in
terms of cash, but often also belonged to upper cas tes. There-
fore, the fact that in their own perceptions based on the experien
of their own immediate communities, these people saw women as
economiC~llY~" depe nde n t and non-emp loyable mean t tha t the whole
society tended to build up an ideological image of women in
that light. This ideology was perhaps of much greater relevance
in determining the overall position of women in that society
than the actual number of men and women employed there in those
occupations. Relevance of these ideological considerations is
discussed in a later section of this paper.

Work and Worth

So far, I have argued that the marked interregional
differences within India in the position of women represent
a phenomenon too complex to be quickly expliined in terms
of some rough indicators of a broad north/south difference
in the extent of women's work. Even the variations between
different states in the levels of CSR are not satisfactorily
accounted for in terms of census based estimates of women's



Regions with less than All India Average of no. of persons dependent on
Agriculture per 10000 pODulation. 1911: Women's ~~PR

No. of persons per 10000 population dependent on different occupations~'
1911. Female WFPR
Agriculture Industry Trade Transport Public Administration and lib

arts tncluding armed forces
--- -

1 2 3 4 5 6
All India 7168 1127 560 169 348 29.41

Aj J11er 5496 1689 847 691 699 46.89
Rajputana 6475 1469 787 105 701 46.58
N.W.Frontier 6748 1147 645 216 623 4.43
Province
Punjab 5995 2032 652 293 44(\ 12.33
Cochin 5126 2002 1149 205 1149 I 29.75
Travancore:' 5364 1716 832 160 424 27.75

Bombay 6797 1256 651 267 523 30.74
Hyderabad 6192 1400 548 100 559 41

Baroda 6557 1230 639 82 729 29
Central India 6345 1294 549 56 / 525 44
Agencies

Source: Census of India 1911 columns 1 to 5 Volo I pt. I Subsidiary Table
No. 2 pp 432 - ~33 and column 6 Vol I Pt. II Table XV pp.278-280.



WFPRs. ~ithin the 'north,19 there are areas viz. Uttar
Pradesh and Rajasthan (Rajputana) where though the CSR
has been observed to be low since the beginning of this
centu~~, . levels of WFPR of women were well above average
in the first half of the century. And there are other areas
like Bengal and Orissa where women's WFPRs have been falling
Over this entire century but CSRs have maintained a high
level. Also, barring a few sub-areas, everywhere else when
women's WFPRs were relatively low, so were those of men. In
other words, if in some areas, relatively more women were
economically dependent, this was true also of the men there.
So if not working had reduced women's worth, why had it not
had the same effect on men's position? Why should that be
an explanation of a low sex ratio i.e. a low regard for only
women's lives?

Actually, the main thrust of the Bardhan/Miller argument
was on the basis of the experience of the Punjab region - what
are called Punjab and Punjab States in table 7 (roughly an area
comprising of to-day's Punjab, Haryana, and parts of western
Uttar Pradesh).

Even in table 8, these are the areas which lie to the
right of the diagonal, in the extreme top right hand corner.
It appears from the table that here, womenJwere being kept
out of the workforce even when men had to work extra hard to
make up for thato If these were true then perhaps one mig h t have
to admit that this deliberate idleness of women deserved to be

19. In most of the literature on these interregional differences
in sex ratios of population, it is now common to regardthe Vindhya mountains as the line roughly demarcating
between the 'north' an area where CSRs are low and the
'south' where CSRs are better.



punished by a neglect of the girl child. But is that really
a true picture of the situation on ground?

It is in this context that the question regarding what
is in fact measured by census estimates of workforce becomes
relevant. As was noted earlier, the inordinate reliance
placed by t~is whole argument of work giving women worth
on census estimates of women's WFPRs has come in for some
criticism (Agarwal 1986). Bardhan's initial interest in
this topic had been triggered off by the result of the 1971
census. (Bardhan 1974). And it can be shown as has been
done by several scholars (for example Anker 1983) that the
1971 census definition and procedure for identifying workers
and non-workers had an inherent bias against correctly
estimating the number of women workers.

In that census enquiry for the first time each person
had to be firs t iden tified as a worker or a non-worker
(Q. 14(a) of the schedule). If for any person the answer to
that\~uery was in the negative, th(r~'-'no further probe was
made lnto whether he or she took part in any productive tasks
(Even to be counted as a marginal workers, the procedure was
the same )20

Under th~s new procedure, it was now necessary for a person
not only to work but also to be perceived as having been a worker
by whoever was answering the census interviewero This leads to

20. In earlier census enquiries, the procedures used to be to
get information about a person's participation in some
productive task or the other and then the interviewer
would classify his or her worker/non-worker status.



several kinds of biases against women. The person answering
the queries has to see women's work as "work",and if social
conventions regard what women do as unimportant or as mere
housework (bur women only do housework' is a standard response)~
then he (the person answering census queries is usually a
senior male) would reply in the negative in the case of women.
Or, as is the common case, if women's production work is
constantly interspersed with housework, then other members
of the household as well as the women themselves do not perceive
it as work (Bhattacharya 1985).

Equally important perhaps is the fact that this 1971
procedure gave full scope for play to the traditional preju-
dices and reluctance existing in many cultures for admitting
that women of the family work in the public sphere or contri-
bu te to the family income in any way. The 1971 and the 1981
census method to determine the size of the workforce was thus
fully loaded against women.

More important for the issue here, there is no reason to
believe that these kind of biases operate at an even pace in
all parts of India. If they arise out of the nature of women's
work~ than the impact of the bias would obviously be lower
in regions where more women go out to do regular wage work and
higher in regions where they stay around the house and work at
several productive tasks in between household chores. And if the. J

bias is cultural (ioe. if it is a culturai value not to admit that
family women-have to earn any part of the living) then obviously
its impact is going to vary according to the logic of each
community and region with little reference to what women actually
do there.

Miller, of course had used the 1961 census estimates which
were less affected by these abov~:,:entioned considerations than
the 1971 and 1981 estimates. But even there, there is a further



factor loaded against a correct estimation of women's worth
to the household being determined in terms of WFPR. Census
estimates in India including those for 1961 have followed
the international convention of including in the workforce
only those who participate in activities whose products or
value added is included in the national product. This in
turn implies that work on any activity of which no part of
the product is marketed (for money) does not give a person
the status of a worker. This means that with the exception of
agricultural activities, 21 a lot of work which adds to the
real income of a household but whose products are not in any
part meant for exchange in the market, does not make a person
a worker in the census sense. This provision also affects
mainly women because it is they who carryon such activities
as collection of free goods (fodder, fuel, vegetable?, fruits,
fish) for the household, or animal husbandr~ sewing, food process-
ing etc. all for the exclusive use of the family. Even today
there are many areas of India where women are mainly engaged in
only this kind of work.

Women's WFPRs in Puniab Area

If one goes into some details regarding the effects of
definitional changes on women's WFPR, then the Punjab case
comes out as a very interesting one. Firstly, the ratio between

Jmain workers (i.e. workers who were employed at least 183 days
during the previous year) and marginal workers (i.e. those employed
for less than 183 days in that year) was around one to three in
case of Punjab and Haryana women both in 1971 and in 1981. For

21. These conventions are followed for maintaining international
comparability of data on GNP and employment and are designed
as per the UN system of National Accounts. The exception
made for agriculture means that a family~s agricultural
production on its own land for its own consumption does form a
part of social production and workers working in that
activity are also considered as part of the workforce (see
for clear explanations NSSO 1988).



almost all other states, comparable ratio was about one to
one or one to 1.5. In other words for women of this area,
visible participation in social production sphere' was apparently
at most temporary, part time or seasonal.

Secondly, apart from census estimates of workers, the
National Sample Survey Organisation (NSSO) also takes up
occasional surveys of the employment and unemployment situation.
Because of the frequently made criticism that census estimates
are bias-eoagainst women, they have tried alternatiVEl de16initions
and survey methods with probing questions in their last three
rounds ( 1972/73, 1977/78 and 1983). In their estimates for
72/73, women's WFPRs in Punjab and Haryana came out to be around
30 percent for female population in 5+ age group;comparable
census estimates for 1971 and 1981,however, were below 10 percent.
For no other state was the difference between NSSO estimates
and census estimates as wide as this. Again, the 1972/73
NSSO estimates for most states closely approximated the 1961
census estimates of women's WFPR. But for undivided Punjab,
the 1961 estimates were less than 20 percent i.e. well below
the 30 per cent + estimate of NSSO.

'--.Moreover, in order to cap ture the ex tent of women's work
in non-market operations for enhancing the household's real
income of the type discussed earlier, the NSSO had made a separate
category of workers - category 93. Once again, this category/incl

Jed a much larger percentage of women of this region than anywhere
else in India. All these facts indicate that, for the Punjab/
Haryana region, the particular definitions of work and worker
used in any enquiry were much more important than anywhere else
in the country. They could make an enormous difference to estimat
of women's WFPR. This is obviously because on the one hand, the
nature of women's work there is different from elsewhere and on
the other, there is a greater bias here against acknowledging
women as workers. The two possibilities need not be independent
of each 0 ther.



Table 9 indicates that in 1911, for Punjab, the percentage .
population dependent on agriculture was well below the national
average (60 percent as compared to 72 percent). On the other
hand, it had the highest concentration of population dependent
on industry. Punjab's industry consisted mostly of household
based industries serving local market. Even when some of its
industries began to serve more distant markets, production
continued to be based in'the household or in small workshops.
There were very few large scale factory units. For example,
the hosiery industry of Ludhiana began as women's household
occupation in the 1820s: and even when it was modernised in
early 20th century to serve the all India market, emergence
of a group of middlemen ensured that it remained mostly home-

based under a putting out systems.22

The low levels of women's WFPR of Punjab therefore are
likely to be more apparent than real, in this context. In
many senses, women of the region were much more active than
the average for the rest of the country in contributing to the
family economy. Moreover, this fact was not totally unnoticed
by the society. As Dasgupta (Dasgupta 1987) has pointed out
the enormous load work carried by women of peasant households
of Punjab is well known and publicly admired by all who know

22. Most of my knowledge of the Punjab industrial scene is
from the work of Manjit Sin9h Political Economy of Unorganised
Industry.( to be pUblished J. Also Latifi 1911, Sah 1941
and Gor 1904.



the area. 23 Ihe striking differences in levels of women's
WFPRs between regions is thus more of·a well promoted myth
than reality. In Punjab and Bengal, this myth had probably
been sustained by the nature of the economy and pattern of
economic activities. At the beginning of this century the
main crops in Punjab were wheat and millets which were relatively
less labour intensive. Also, a much larger than average
section of population was sustained by non-agricultural
occupations where women could participate only at the household
level and their contribution could be kept invisible. Later
when Punjab became agriculturally prosperous through green
revolution, it could afford to mechanise and also to draw on
the surplus labour of poorer regions elsewhere.

In Bengal on the other hand, though the overwhelming
majority of population was engaged in rice cultivation, the
region was prosperous and could draw on the impoverished tribal
labour of neighbouring Bihar and Orissa for its field work.
The prosperity of agriculture meant that the household's domestic
work could be made more elaborate~binding women more firmly
to the householdo In later period, as I have shown elsewhere
Bengal had an increasing surplus of labour which led to women
being further pushed out of social production (Banerjee 1989)0

'\

230 This -'wasparticularly true of the "Jatni" (women of Jat
community residing mainly in Punjab, HaryanaJand Rajasthan)
about whome Dasgupta has ~uoted a remark from Malcolm Darling - a
colonial administrator - I the Jatni is an economic treasure.
She does not pl~ugh, dig or draw a cart: but there is no other
form of agricultural labour which she does not practise and
ordinarily adorn" <_Darling 1974:35 ) quoted by Dasgupta (Dasgupta
1987:91) Carstairs also has made a similar remark about these
women in Rajputana (Carstairs 1983). As I will show later on,
the Jats nevertheless had one of the lowest CSR in the country
for all dates for which such castewise information is availableo



The close connection between the low levels of csR and
low levels of women's WFPR cannot then be taken to indicate
that the latter was a cause of the former. Low regard for the
girl child was not really because she was not expected to
contribute significantly to the family welfare. Rather it was
because in those regions, women are held in low regard that both
the survival chan~es of the girl child as well as the work alone
by women throughout their lives are considered relatively
unimportant. Also since women are considered the property of
the family, their bodies and their labour are regarded as
entirely at the disposal of the powers within the family: so
if the family strategy indicates it, girl children are neglected
and women's labour is deliberately hidden or under_valued. The
differences in levels of women's WFPRs between regions then
merely provides us with an additional indicator of the extent
of ~ocial and familial control on women in each region. But
this indicator too, like the relative levels of CSRs does not
explain why this constraint is more binding in some parts of
India than in others.

Rejecting the Bardhan/Miller hypothesis that work gives women
worth does not by any means imply that work does not or cannot
improve a woman's position. Gaining economic independence,
in particular getting some money income of Jher own much more
than just participating in social production-definitely gives
a woman some autonomy as well as some mobility and this
improves her overall wellbeing. This is all the more so if
a woman can break some of the stereotypes regarding women's
work in her societyo

The Bardhan/Miller hypothesis however is quite different
from this statement on several counts which are discussed
belowo One, using levels of work participation of women to
explain levels of differential female mortality in childhood



means tha t we are concerned not wi th the actual changes
in a particular woman's position through work but with the
differences in the attitudes of parents of individual girls durin
the latter's childhood based on their ideas about her future
productivi ty.

Secondly, this entire analysis is on an aggregative or
societal level i.e. it is in any case not concerned with
the calculations of individual families but with the overall
ideologies prevailing in each society and the differences bet-
ween them. Individual women's revolutionary behaviour in the
economic sphere cannot always change the genexal idea of what
tasks are considered as appropriate for women. In most cases,
societies can have radically different schemes of sexual
division of labour with one society,permitting women to work in
fields and another prohibiting it: but individual women cannot
always change it. And the average parent takes the socially
approved pattern, however, degrading it might be, as given.24

Traditions of sexual division of labour in all India
socities have been shown to be the biagD and discriminatory
against women. I had earlier mentioned that m~t studies in
the field have shown that tasks allotted to women are relatively

\

24. Incidentally, in Indian society, all girls are expected
to get married when entire control on their labour is
passed'on to their marital families. So any straigh~orward
model such as the one by Rosenzweig a~ Schultz
(Rosenzweig & Schultz 1982) which hypdthesises that
parents allocate child rearing resources between boys and
girls according to the expected returns to the labour of
either in adulthood is totally beside the point. Girl's
parents do not in any case expect to share in her future
earningso Their concern with a girl's future income can
arise only through the possibility that for a socially
productive woman they may be required to pay less dowry
at marriage. That is in fact what Bardhan has argued
in his recent writing (Bardhan 1988); but that too is
open to several serious objections which will be discussed
la ter on. .



more labor.ious, repetitive and physicolly eXhausting as well
as less productive because their tools and techniques remain
primitive. Also, as I have shown elsewhere, when a particular
tasks gets allotted to women it becomes socially less valuable
(Banerjee forthcoming). Its returns relative to those of men

25in comparable work go down. Furthermore, in the case of
women, work is not considered as status promoting since it is
traditionally identified with women of lower social orders.
Factually, too, it is the women of relatively lower social 1;-,

status who account for the overwhelming bulk of Indian women
workers. The scheduled caste and scheduled tribe women have
significantly higher WFPRs in all regions of India than women
of other social grow)s. The tradi tions of women's work and
sexual division of labour in India are therefore not of the
sort that can enhance the ideological status of women through
work even though it may do so in real life.

This tendency to consider women's work as detrimental to
family status exists to a greater or smaller degree in all parts
of India and particularly in Punjab and Bengal societies.

25. ~~ argument there was, several tasks in agriculture viz.
transplanting, weeding and harvesting are identified as
women's tasks to a greater degree in some regions of
India than in other. The NSSO provides us with average
earnings of casual male and female labour in each task
for each state (NSSO 1980). If one erass-tabulates state-
wise rates of these task-specific female to male earnings
against the share of women in the taskwise workforce in each
state, the resul ts show tllat, there is a strong nega~ive
relation between representation of women in a taskforce
and ratios of sex-wise/earnings. In other words, in
regions where a task gets more iaentified with women,
their earnings relative to those of men in that task
are lower than in areas where they form a smaller share
of the workforce in that task.



sector in Calcutta (Banerjee 1985 a). I had found that even
when women had workod all their lives and so also had their
mothers, they did not favour tc}i\cld.ll<]tlv'irdaugh tGrs any
skills for the job market. Their i~eal or dream was to get
the girls married so that thoy did not have to do any
productive work. Similarly, in their study of the garment
industry of Delhi, Ro.oand Hussain (Rao and Hussain, ICSSR
1983) found several unmarried girls working who wer~ desperately
anxious that their society should not find this out since
that would reduce their chances of making a 'good~ marriage.
Some of them were working to meet future dowry demands in
their own marriages; but they felt that if the fact that they
were working got known this dowry demand would go up furthero

The Bardhan/Miller hypothesis is misleacl-Lngnot only for its
neglect of contrary factual evidence as poi~ted out earlier;
it is also misleading because it takes no note of the social
traditions of degrading women's work and the resulting
ideological contradiction that exists botween women's work
and,.their worth to the family.



26When amniocentes1s tests first caught the attention of
Bombay people, one advertisement is supposed to have claimed
"why not spend Rs.500/ - now and save Rs. 50,000/- in future ? II

Indeed a frequent reason given for bias against a daughter
is said to be that she is likely to create financial problems
for the family at the time of her marriage on account of the
dowry demands and high costs of marriage imposed on the
former by the groom's family. Again, the incidence of dowry
and other expenses to the bridei family varies widely between
different communities within any region and also between
regions. Obviously, the previ:\lenceof such a practice
indicates a major handicap for women and therefore falls
within the purview of this paper even though it would be
difficult to establish whether or not the practice is a
sufficient condition for neglect of girl children on a
wide enough scale for it to lead to a fall in a region's
CSR.

Several authors have put forward explanations for the
incidence of dowry and these variations cfmong diffpl'ent
communities _and regions. ATTIongthem Miller has once again
drawn on ethnographic material which apparently su90ests
that the two variables levels of juve~ile sex ratio and
FLP or female labour participation rates in age group 15 to
34 years,-are strongly related to the burdens of marriage
costs to brides' families (!"\illor01'1. cit. tE1ble 9, PI).

140-144 and p. 150)" 8urdllan, taking his cue from
Amniocentesis is a pathological test whereby the intra-
uterine fluid of a pregnant women is tested for finding
out, among other thin<Js, the sex of the unborn foetus.
In India, the test has uecn used mainly to enable families,
at an early stage of the preqnuncy to arrange for aborting
the foetus in case it is a female one.



Miller's analysis, puts forward the hypothesis that "lower
female participation in agriculture and other economic acti-
vities - in the 'north' ihan in the 'south' lowers the eco-
nomic value of the women (and hence raises the compensating
need for dowry) in the former regions than in the latter.
(Bardhan 1988, p. 479).

In the previo~s section, I had argued against assuming
that women's participation in work as such, specially work
that does not transgress the socially approved pattern of
undervaluation and underestimation of their economic contri-
bution, cannot be considered as an explanation of why some
societies continue to be biased on their attitudes to girl
children. In the case of dowry, this kind of explanation is
of even less relevance. Dowry in fact is usually much more
prevalent in upper caste/upper class sections of a society. And,
since throughout India, there is a stronq observed negative
relation between the family income/status and women's parti-
cipation in economic activities, one can assume that for
explaining the greater incidence of dowry in some societies
rathe~ than othe;s the issue whether or not there is a tradition27
of womeh's work in that society is of not much relevance. Also

. 'one can a~gue rather simplistically to counter Bardhan's hypo-
thesis by saying that for rich households, the burden of feeding
one extra dependent woman cannot be so irkso~e as to require
compensation. yet available evidence suggests that the rich have
no aversion to dowry; in fact the practice is often more applicable
in richer households than elsewhere.

27. Once again it is only the traditional roles of women in the
society and economy which can determine the parental atti-
dude towards a little girl. This does not rule out the
possibility that in a particular case, girls of upper class/
caste households may be trained for modern careers and then
be expected to get married without dowry inspite of the
practice being rampant in their society.



The Bardhan/Mill(:r vl.'?VJ of tho issue: is made: all the

more trivial because, as with tllP1TiJc1i Lion of w()!l1e.?rl'sWl7l'll,

they also assume that for celch socie1=-t, giving of do\\IJ:')' or

receiving of brideprice is fix(~cl for all tim':s to comG ..• as if
nei ther of these characleristlc:> aTeJ l:Lkc>ly to c!JClnqr: fJy any
force inclqdin9 that of ek!Volopmont. Howovor the; pri)ctice of
d O\tvry has, in f i} c t , b~'C: n sub -j 0 c t-. t () r u i l1 d cd. t era t ion s • Inri 00 d ,

in the currGnt debate rogording th(~ :L:suo, ell" most imporiant

ques tion is why the pr0vu_lence of dowry has gone-? up rupidly in

rec ent years. I~ot only !lave the' clomonrls L)('comn marC? s tridont

in so c ieties \JvherG the tradi tion hi)c) ox is Led, bu t. tho pra c tic 0

has newly sprood to Tncmf cor~rnuniti(::s w!l0.J:'c; proViOtlsly it was
not known. Whot is more, many of tl1GS0 societies hove) a long

s -land ing trad i -lion of high WPP!ls for \."J01ll0n. It is in th is

changitlg pa ttGrn of tho inc id('llec~ 0 f d o'lvry Hvt roo 11y dcmands

an explunation.

The spread of dowry to uckJitlonal communi tins has bo'_:m

noted bl mallY people though as ynt !.hC'T0 is little systematic

inforrna tion abou tit. The po in t Vias IJTough~: homp. drama tica lly
by a report in a popular maqLlzine-HJDlt\ T()-OAY- on a spct.ion

of Kallar cornmlmi ty of south T()m:Ll N:'du. In this community

women have always worked QS agricultuTa.l labourers 210nq with
meno But suddenly in thn l..-\st fow Y0uTS, thr' cw:;t.om()ry tridpprice

has come to be rGplacecJ by s tonp cl(~mi)nds fur dowry b'/ tho grooms.

This tTaumatic change hus resultcd in mony filmilics killing thoir
newborn daughters. Ono mother confossod to have killed four

daughters in tho" lus t ten yeclrs 0 Tho :r:-oport is LY'ing inv,:s tigated
by some collr";go b:achc:rs or:!l(; 1I0i~lhbo\lr-illq tOV'lrl; tl1c~:i-r proliminary

findings have conf irmed thos C;? T('rOr ts thoui]h no c1c'\a ils of trV?ir



In W. Bengal too, several social scientists have found
evidence of a simila~ switchover from dowry to brideprice. Thus
a preliminary report 8 on ~he Barujivi Wome~ are still.act~ve
in the traditional occupatlon of the communlty of cultlvatlng
betel leaves, there has been a rapid shift to dowry giving
in place of the longstanding tradition of brideprice. App. .
I gives a brief note prepared by Mr. Das of Haraprasad Shastrl
Insti tute describing this changeover.

The practice of glvlng and receiving dowry has full
sanction of the religious texts in Hindu society where
"Salankrita Kanyadan", the gift of a well adorned virgin
daughter to a suitable groom (a groom of at lpast equal but
preferably higher social standing) is supposed to bring enormous
religious and social credit ~o her family and especially to her
father. The custom of course assumes that the daughter is entirel
in the father's control till her marriage for him to dispose'
of her as it best serves his spiritual and social purpose. The
accompanying gifts are usually supposed to be one-way; the bride's
family is supposed to get only social kudos in return for their
ma teria 1 gifts.

However, as with most Hindu,customs, there is no rigorous
compulsion in the society for all to practise only the "Kanyadan"
type of marriage. In the pas t, usua 11y it was only the upper
caste/class families who observed the ritual; the rest had their
own procedures and customs in which dowry did not figure at
all. Rather, in poorer households, a girl's parents could often
expect a brideprice to compensate them for parting wi th a pair
of willing hands. Even when "Kanyadan" was practised, the
gifts in most cases were conventional and nominal.

From time to time, dowry had ind~ed pl~yed an important
role in several communities for determining' social hierarchies. Bu

280 An English translation of the brief note by Das of the Hara-
prasad Shstri Gaveshna Kendra to this effect is attached
as appendix.



even on those occas ions thn prac tico \'Ji:\S c' ,nfined to those
fam il ies who had some reas on to s 0': l~ a!ld pn~s erv0 a h .i.rrlJ So c:ial

standing for thernselve:s. Thus pocock (!locock 1(76) has t;xplaincd
at length the role played LJy do'!ry i:\nlong the- Pa tidurs nf tho
Churo ta region of Guj arut from t.ho :midqle of ninGtocm tll con l:ury,

around that tilllC; the community had n0w1y CUlTle to acC[uiro consiclora-

J..!le weCll th from agricul tural pros ])(;r.Lty as Ii/ell as trade with

Africa. The more wOCllthy among thc:m had deliberCJtely s e:t out to

develop within thems e1 vos a 9 !'oa ter sac ial hierarc hy which would
give them a dif erentially higher social stCltus in line with
their rising prosperity. Th&,s'_ hierarachy wus structured uround an

elaborate system of hyp0rgaloous marri(-~qos propped up by hugG

dowry payments; women were withdrawn fr6mtheir traditional

roles in the econoffi"y- and r.:?Kpected to obs,-'rvo u kind of "purdah".

However, Pocock points out that, even among tho Patid<:1rs, there

were a lot of people who did not oxpect to get dOIJ'-'J:yb';causo they
did not have the necess<:1ry soc:i.tll s tandin0. Ouito of t.en mc:n of

those families had to bring brides from other distant areas even
by paying a brideprice.

II\den (Indon 1976) d0srribes another insLance: of tho S<:1me
game taking place in Benual of the middle pori ad when in an

otherwise "poli tically awl economicully sti?C]nant society, uppGr

caste families had tried to acquire und mointClin Uwir high social

pas i tion through an eluborutc) <:1ndrigid code 6f hypr:'rgamous

marriuges. Dmvry was one \.-',.tayof buy ing your v'ay into the s elec t

groupo The cus tom eventually grev: in to an OK trernely a ppres s i ve

pattern of polygamy, high dowrios and little girls being married
off to old men on their de;;. t.h bc?ds - a.ll of which have often been

portrayed in Ben~1i.l1i popular lit0.ri'lture of 19th cmd 20 century.
Less well knovm is tho :r,lCt th"L throu<Jh()11L the' 19th Cf.:n-r11ry, a
lur<J() snction of ('VeIl Br~\lHI1.Lnf'illILLlir:s in L3c)nq~ll dJ_c1not br:long

to the ri tULllly suporior c:.rrou~)of th'::, "1(111ins ", oj tl'''T bncause

they had been b2nishod from it OIl 2ccount of some' l<ipsOS or
because they hod folt 110 urn,: +~) L'11y on·1 lu::("p th':Lr pliJc0 in

itc T110s' Brc3hmin fi1m.Llio~~ rr"CJtLl_2Tly puid n J.Ti::"prico 1-.0

acquire brid0s : 0vell ni1Inakrisha PuruTnirhtU1S,l, t.ll': qr0't rOl.iqLous



and social loader of li) Le 10t;, cr:ntury Bengal had lA?rn mcJ.rried in
that way. Some recont oxulorations 111 pO]JulcJ.:t:a,c'llgali literature
of the 19the century by myself '-Ni tll tne',holLp of sevaral friends

has shown thcJ.t throughout thcJ.t perj,oc1 thr;rp \"'.:-\:;a lot vrittm1 "

about such evils of Lhe hr1cl('pLi.CG pT.::\cl.iu~ i15 5Cl.lc of dcJ.ugh i ':rs

to old men, the problems fcJ.ced by middlf"-clCl.ss youth in gotting
. d f t f~ f't .~.)9 r . t I 192 0marrle . or wan" 0" necessary ImClS (' c. !:von In ' Ie _ 5,

in ShcJ.rat CilcJ.ndra Cha Ltop'::lfJil)'Qy' s novol L:Lr;::lj lluhu, thc:re is a

discussion in the family 0.lJOl.lt whe Lhor tlw ;JcJ.u')hter of the

family should be married off to (} groom willing to pay the
customary brideprice or whethor they should try and get her

a more eligible "college-educated" groom by paying a dovJry

and doing "Kanyadan". Though in the novel they ultimately
decided on paying the dowry and thus ruining themselves, -Lhere is

no indication given by Sharat Chandra that the former kind

of maTriage would have brought any social disgrace oD Biraj

and her husband.

Dowry was thus mainly a mechanism for rmterinCj and winning

the status game in societies.where there was already a basis

for a fairly elaborate social strcJ.tificQtlon. The possibility

of such stratification eXisting in a given society dep~nd0d
partly on the capaci ty of tho rogionol eC(lnoITly"for cv'nert';ting

a surplvs for maintaining it; partly it also dependod on some
"hi s torica-l factors gonora ting su eh tenderlc 1(:'5 inthu t region

which are discussed in latnr s0ctions. At this junc [',ure it is

sufficient to point out that though dowry alw<jlYs had a material

content, its significance in the past WcJ.Sprohably more oriented

towards acquiring social gainso

At the same time it is cJ.lso worth noLing th2t dowry WcJ.Snot

the obverse of brid(-;privoo T!y' la t f?r WClS always a fiarly

straightforwcJ.rd if crude wcJ.yof compenscJ.t1ngthe ~irl's parents

29. See for example the following satiricul plays written about
the cus tom : 1. "Kaner L\cJ. KcJ.nriC cJ.r TukCll' Pu tu 1 i Bandhe"
(The Bride's Mother Woeps and Tir:'s tho Bundle of ~,ionoy) by
Bbolanath Mukhopadhy ay 0 2. "Nay as ho RupcJ.ycJ.Q"( Nine l1undr<=?d
Rupeos) by Sisir Kumar GJOsh. J. "L~uli'\Qn" ( ,'I. Sacrifice)
by Giris h Chandra G!l~""s h. TI1'Tr:- Llr" (ll.s () innumcra bl e ropor:l:s
regcJ.rding tho perv0.rs i U,e:- brought Clt'out b;' the cus tom in
"SamvadpatTe She J(; 1"I' J~th<1". Collnctc:d by Vinay Kllmar Ghosh.



for parting with a productive aS3et: tho girl's productivity
coulrl be in terms of heJ.' par,ticipa tion in the: family's e:conomic

activity; 01' it could be in tlTffiS of producing children or
adorning the household. Thus prel.ty girls from poorer families

were of ton in demand in rich housohold:> "!110 w'?re known to pay a
kind of brideprice for that. Dowry on the other hand was never a

compensation to the g~oom's family for having to feed an
"unproductive" person. The people who demanded and got dowry
were usually too rich to worry about feoding an additional
mouth. The dowry paymont Wi1Smore in lieu tor the kind of credit

or so c ial dowry paymen twas morc in 1iOll'for tho kind of crodi t or
social kudos the gesture brouaht to the bride's family. The girl's

1'010 or hor cupabilities were of little relevance to tho whole

trans action.Ivioreovf~r neil,her brideprice nor dowry were parti-

cularly d,~siqned to raise the sociiJ.l status of women. In eithcT

case the daughter w;~s disposed off by tho father and family

according to their OVln calcu12tions of re12tivo gains. In many

communities practising paying brideprice, tho girl had a right

to get a divorce and remarry. But this involved tepaying the
brideprice to the 'earlicr ~Troomwhich the girl would have to
manage hors elf. The ('Drl ic'1' ,1Illoun'Lwo\\ld h'-l\{(' Clono to her f"ther

who could be undc)r no ot>ligiJtion to part INith.Ne'vertheloss,

brideprice at loast recogniscd the fact that u w~mun ~as a product-
ive be'ing and valuod her for it (-}von thoug1) tho value) \\Jus not
her own to dispose off as she liked. Dowry mad0 her into an

entirely passivepuwn in til0 sto.tus game of tllC' two fl.1miLiJ?s.

The spread of dowry in recont yr'urs is distinctly different

not only because it aff0:cts a. much wi'!nr sc'ction of population
but also bc?cause its orient~ytion hus shifted siqnificantly from

social ambitions to calculclt i,ons of rnC1l,C?r:i.c11qains. I vvould
like to argue that this shift is connec Led with tl!t? particulClr

nature of economic devr::lopmc.?nt 'thelt has taken r1Clco in India
in recent period.

A notic~able feature of thr: r')C'-)lli, cJr:volo9mnnt Drace"',"; is
that not only has it bOr?n fQS tc'r but ~ t IW5 a.ls (') br',)unh L in its fold



a much larger section of the Indian population. More and more

su~sistence activities arc being absorbed into mainstream market

economy and along with it, social an,) oCOnOIIl.lCstructure in

different section of tile? country aro becoming much more
elaborate and heirarchically complex. /\t tho same ti.mo the

process has brought in its purview peopl(~ of u Jnucll vJider
spectrum of socio-economic backgrounds ullc1 offered them prospectc
of grea ter upwurd rnobili ty througl) edu CCl tlon, jobs and en tr:rpris e

than had ever bt?on known in roc(mt his tory of J:ndin. f\t the samo
time? the process has introduc(:d in tho country u rrn1(-:] , wider

variety and rang(-' of GOnSum0r goocJ.s and mat"rial cornfor ts than

ever before. Indian mediLl too is no'; ilhl ' to spro;:d this

information to a 'lory luT(10 spction of the population, so that

the: felt needs and cl0.sil.'l'?cJ lif0 s"Lyle?s of most people hLlve und('r-

gonr: a materiul cllunge.

flowev0r, vJhile deve 10 pmr.:'nto.1 forc 0.S havo d 0S troy eel the
viabili ty of most tradi tion,:"l <,ctiviti(-?s, thoy hilv0 been unable

to find a viable living for the to'\~()lit)' of India's fast growing
labour forco ()S i.\ rostll t 0VI'n () lJ1.Ln.il1I\llflof rc()nomlc ~;C'cu,r.:LL.y or

a shure in the new props of guod livilHj .[('If}<lins tile' prl viledgG

of a select minorl ty to wlll.ch the majority is consL.antly
struggling to join,,' Ihis then is the s cono.rio in v!h:Lch men of

all class,es and social backgrr.~iJrH..ts have com': to harb·'i.1r ufjpirutions
for a bet;>er standard of livill!]. 111:'1'0 i" ,) larq0.l' tllan ev('1:'

±ange of goods av6ilabl'? in tllf' m2rk0.t tlF'L they I:now of und
J

would likoto enjoyo Rut, at t110 sa!f!"" 'limo, for most of them
the prosp(~cts 'arE slow to m~Jtorialis0 bocallso thoy cannot find

a foothold in tho modorn economy. For many young mRI1 livj.nq

is so precarious and unc(?r tain thiyt m;~'J:ic'go nncJ huilding of
a family arc: nol. viable opt.lons.

For the maj ority of v/omon tOI), (~conor!lic r.\'-'V0.101)1l10nt as it hac;

taken place in India hai done litllc to chi'lnge som~ of tho basic

purameters of their liv8so On tho one hand, tlv'r0 is no rr~liof
from the social pressure on c:c:ch L\ll1il)' to nO t th" i.r rlul.lqhters

married soon after pub0rty. On the 0 U1ST, t}Y'.r:e is little? or no
change in the Lraclitional pc.tl-Yrn of sexuol divis:Lon of lubour in



each society. Women's jobs still remain of a sort whic h have
poor returns, and offor few prospects of promotion or bettGr_
mente So whether or not women participato in economic activities,
their chhnces of gaining upward social ~obility through thoir
own work or jobs remain relatively poor as comparee) to those of
men. In many societies they may g0't educ<1tion but still be
barred from taking up pul>lic positions. Thcreforo the only
way women can join in the rac~ for social and economic pros-
perity is by marrying 0. man with such prospects. In other
words, for women, marriage is not only a social imper<1tive;
it is now also their only chanco of being upwardly mobile and
enjoying the increasing opportunities of a better living.

Thus while all girls of marriageable ag0.s i.e. of agos
botwoen 15 to 30, years are und''?rboth soc ial and nconornic
pressure to get marriod, thoir numbors are not matched by
those of men who are in a position t~ 00t married. The relative
minority of grooms who havo won the 10Ltpry of a S0cure job and
also prospects of advancem0nt in their careers are therefore
doubly prized by fa th(}rs of marriageo.l)l(}daugh ~:ers0 The 10.tter
have but two options; oi t]v'r to bid for one of the prized
grooms through offors of a fat dowry. Or to coax one of the
less f~{tuno.te men to got ma~ried by offering them some
inc enti ve-ei tel.'a job or t1 viJ..luedcons tlJr:orqood and /01.' some
captial to" start sOIne enterpris e. Th is imbalanc e ·betwoon the
number of prospective brides and grooms in tluemarriage market
among mos t communi ties has made dO\'TY a common tool for bargaining
evorywhereo The incidence of dowry then is indeod connected with
women's vwrk experienc e but not through any s impl i.stic connection
botween their WFPf1 10v(?ls <Hid lll, ex' (:nt of dO'Nry. f1ath0r, womell's
economic roles do have an impact onth01r posttion vis-a-vis
dowry because women h;we faiJ (~cl to L1Chir''.'0 in th0 cours0. of
d0v(?10pmcmt any brc.:akthr()uqh in ! It" "L.r<\di-LLollt11c()nfin,,~-:;of a
dis crimina tory d ivis ion of laboll1.'0 TiIn'!'h".V0 no t ber,n Clble to
trans gres s the 1 imi ts impos r.d l:y trad iti on on the ir ski lis,
mobility and uccess to rs>sourcnso As a rn:'lllt,In thr) mod0rn
economy their pos ition has b-:COlf!"'ven 'lOr" dogL1d0r-l as compurr:d
with ~hat of mGno



This kind of experience of women's marginalisation in
the economy during the course of modernisation is not unique
to India: but the reasons why that situation has led to the
menace of dowry in its particularly vicious forms that are to
be found in most parts of India are perhaps peculiar to the
Indian cultural traditions which link status seeking in society
with more controls on women. This is perhaps a special if
dubious gift on the Brahminical heritage that Indian women
are handed down from generation to generation. In the next
few sections the factors contributing to these trends are
briefly examined.

Another explanation of the prevalance of dowry, special+y
in north Indian societies had been offered by Sharma (Sharma
1984) and later presented with greJter force by Kishwar (Kishwar
1988). Their argument is that dowry is actually the share of
a daughter in the assets of her family. Because after marriage
a daughter is supposed to be totally estranged from her natal
family and equally completely absorbed in the affinal, one, the
father 'and brothers are unwilling to give her a claim in
their inherited productive assp.sts, specially land, Instead
she is given some liquid and unproductive ~ssets like
cash, gold, furniture etc. at marriage ~nd expected to
remain content with those.30

30. It is true that even after the passing of the Hindu
Succession Act most families get the daughters to sign
away their rights on even tile residential house of their
parents. Also in 1989, the Haryana government in fact
made a brief and abortive attempt to pass a law whereby
women were to be denied any claim on their natal family's
cultivable land.



Sharma argues that this practice ensures that productive
assets are not fragmented because the brothers who do inherit
them jointly are expected to live together in a joint family
while daughters are expected to move away. Kishwar goes so
far as to argue that, dowry giving is to an extent justified
and brides' families are protesting mainly because they are
reluctant to give even that much to the daughter.31

31. In some interviews wi th girls of peasant families in
Jalgaon district of Maharashtra, I had got a similar
response from several girls. They claimed that through
out their childhood, they had worked on their father's
lands while their brothers had been sent to school.
Later there brothers had refused to work in fields and
opted for negotiating in the marketing of crops etc.
While the girls had continued to work in the fields.
They felt that a substantial dowry was at least some
compensation for the hard labour they had put in till
marriage because otherwise they would get no share in
the family property. Even if the amount of dowry did
not come to them, at least it would give them some
status in their husband's families.



Though the argument is logical, it just does not fit in
with the facts of the matter. Dowry as it stands today may be

'the only share a daughter gets in her father's weqlth. But the
actual amount that is demanded is not calculated as a share
of that property but as a demand set by the groom's family
irrespective of the financtal conditions of the bride's family.
The amount often varies with the economic prospects of t he groom)
his qualifications,and career. In many communities there are
fixed schedules of rates of dowry depending on whether the
groom is a doctor or an engineer, whether he belongs to the,
Indian Administrative of Police Services. The schedule can
be adjusted to an index of inflation but not to the financial
resources of the bride'5 family. As Lakshmi (Lakshmi 1989)

has forcefully argued this demand might have to be met by the
bride's family by selling assets or incurring debts.

Also as Lakshmi (ibid)32 goes on to argue, equating dowry
with women's inheritance implies that a women can only get her
rightful share in parental property by marrying. An unmarried
woman i.~ assumed to have no such right to that property. There
is also the question that since dowry is not "st:tidhan"
(women's o';'!nproperty), equating it \"jithinheritance means that
a woman is apparently regarded as incapable 9f reaching
adulthood when she can manage her own assets:

Lakshmi brings out forcefully tl'o vnrious confusions
that are implicit in Kishwar's arguments and the anti
woman stc1nce that it represent.so



So far I had analys ed the hypothGS is that low csns in
particular regions Wr:).T:r) the result of low I,vrrn of women there.
Since that hypothesis could not be sustained, we are back with
the original questions that this paper is meant to deal with.
Why is then a greater incidence of bias against girl children
in some parts of India? The prevalencG of the institution
of dowry no doubt makes the birth of u girl unwelcome to her
parents, but dowry is again not just u result of th~ fact that
women are underrepresented in social production. It is mainly
due to attitudes which lead to a systematic undervaluation of
women's bodies and labour by their families and by society and
keep tnem confined to 'women' typo jobs which offGr few prospects
of upward social mobility to a women. The question before us is
how did this tradition become such an integrated part of Indian
culture and family ideology? And why is it so much stronger in
some areas as to encouroge deliberate discrimination against
young girls even upto the extent of resulting in their higher
death rates?

Dyson and Moore COyson a',d Moore 1983) JJho have also explored
the data regardJng differential sex ratios and relative mortality
patterns of girls and boys in various parts of India have tried
to answer these questions in terms of differences in cultural
patterns prevailing in different parts of India. They noted
the broad north west/south Gust divide within 'India between
regions of similar demographic trends and linked this finding
with the apparent duality of Indian cultural traditions. Roughly
speaking, it can be said that the pattern of culture in North
India is derived from the Aryan tradition while the pattorn in
south follows more closely the Oruvidian trudition. The north/



south divide in regions according to their relative
levels of CSRs also follows this rough line dividing India
almost along the Vindhya Mountains.

Dyson and Moore had taken their cue mainly from the
work of Karve (Karve 1968) on the different patterns of
kinship prevailing in India. Her main argument was that
the various Indian cultural patterns stemmed from tIletwo
basic modes, Aryan and Dravidian. The main difference in
these two modes consisted of their distinctive patterns
ot kinship which largely determined the position of women
in each culture. The Aryan kinship system is sllpposed to
be strictly patrilineal and particularly glorifies relations
by blood through the male line. Women are viewed as outsidess
brought in to propagate the blood line: but this outside
influence is always to be viewed with suspicion, as a
potential threat to the bonds of loyalty and solidarity
between father and sons, as well as between brothers and
cousins on paternal side. In order to minimise this
outside influence, customs surrounding marriages ensures
th~t the new bride is kept vulnerable and defenceless.
For\this the north Indian system strictly tabooes marriage
within.kin. Also exogamy in marriage generally means that
brides come from not just outside the groom's village but
often are supposed to come from villages ~t least beyond
the immediatve neighboring ones. !fGrlow status in the
husband's house is further driven home by the practice
that in a marriage relation, the bride's family are
supposed to be under a permanent obligation to the groom's
and the former has to continuously propitiate the latter with
gifts without ever expecting or acceptin0 a return of any
sort. Most important, the bride has to maintain strict purdah
within her marital homeo This is presumably to ensure
that there is no disruption of the hC1rmony in the joint



family through the impact of her dangerous sexuality on
33any of the other males in the husband's family.

The southern kinship pattern is in contrast much more
liberal and built up to mako the bride's transition from
one home to the other much smoother. Marriages within kin
between maternal uncles and nieces or cross cousions are as
a rule encouraged. Village exogamy is not important. Purdah
regulations are not a common feature. In some communities
women had traditional property rights and there were several

34which had practised matriliny even in early 20th century.

After examining other explanation for the north/south
differences in Indian women's position which were based on

33. Papanek and Minnault (Papnnek and Minnault 1986) have
shown how in north India the IIindu Purdah system is
quite distinct from the muslim purdah system. The
former is meant mainly to make the bride invisible
to the senior males within her affinal family. In
Muslim households on the other hand, the emphasis was
on separating women from the world outside her natal
as well as her marital families. lithin either of
the fa~ilies, the rules were not so strict, especially
since Muslims encouraged marriaqes even between
children of brothers. ~

34!, In co.astal districts of Al \dhra, CJ irIs 00t a piec C? of
land as mo.rriage gift from thei.r natal families.
This was regarded as part of t~~rldhJ~ (bride's property)
and she alone had full riC]llts of ol'morshi" on it.
This is most un.lil:o t!J0 I'T;ln trudition which disallows
any gifts of land 'especi'allyto I·voment!8ms elves.



differences in eco-system (Such as the Bardhan/Miller
hypothesis discussed oarlier), Dyson and Moore felt that
there is simply no clear corJe5pondence between cultural
variations on the one hand and differences in agrarian
ecology on the other. "50 whatever the ultimate economic
and historical factors shaping culture, it sGemed appropriate
and more realistic to take culture as the primary determining
factor (of women's status) for the purposes of present
analysis" (Dyson and Moore op. cit pp. 47-48).

Given the complexities involved in any analysis of women's
relative position in different regions, it is easy to see; .-
why Dyson and Moore accept this cultural regionalisation as an
adequate explanation. However, the problem is, this means
that one accepts that these two prehistoric traditions are
themselves unchangeable and remain for all times to come as the
most important force determining women's position in different
parts of India. This brings the authors very near the position
that many scholars in analysing cultural practices in India,
seem to put forward quite frequently. I\.sLakshmi has put it,
"it is deep within a very dangerous argument that nothing in
a given culture needs cllange: all it needs is understanding"
(Lakshmi op. cit. p.190)o This position ~n the name of
academic objectivity is not only defeatist but hard to accept
for any'pers'on who is morally repelled by the kind of bias
which can neglect little girls to death.

It also does not tally with facts regilrding those trends
as we know them. Karve herself had not argued in terms of
only this north/south dichotomy. She hod shown that, OVE?r
time, cultural patterns had evolved further to divide the
country into four instead of only the two Aryan and Dravidian
zones of kinship patterns. According to her findings, kinship



norms prevailing in India formed four broad blocks. Apart
from the Aryan pattern in the north and the Dravidian one
in the south, a third one had evolved in the middle of
India through the continued interaction between those two
major patterns.

Yet anotlJer had emerged in tho far east by interaction
of the northern pattern with the tribal influences of the
no~theastern hills as well as influence of the very different
kinship pattern eXisting in neighbouring countries of Burma
or Thailand. So Karve had shown no reluctance in accepting
that there was a dynamism in tllose patterns which needed
constant reexamination.

What is more, while Dyson and Moore were content to
observe the rough correspondence between the north/south
cultural and demographic patterns, the four zones outlined
according to demographic criteria at the beginning of this
paper did not co-incide with either the original two-way
kin~hip pattern or its later four-way version as outlined
by Karve's kinship patterns in the following points:

1. According to Karve's classification by kinship
patterns, Bengal, Bihar and Assam plains were
a part of the northern zone. By the 20th
century, however, their demographic trel1ds
were distinctly different from those of the
rest of the northern zone and had to be put
on a different category.

2. Similarly, RajasthiJn, GJjarat, Maharashtra, parts
of Madhya. Pradesh and Orissa were put in a
separate block by KarvG <.\sa ragion where both
the northern and southern culturDl tradition·



had interacted. This probably holds true
even now : but the interaction in different
parts of this broad region has not been
uniform. By this century, judged by demographic
trends, Rajasthan was much nearer the northern
zone: Orissa had joined the eastern block.
And Maharashtra, Gujarat and parts of Madhya
Pradesh were more homogenous among themselves
in demographic characteristics and could be
grouped in a separate fourth zone.

In fact, considering the fact that Dyson and Moore are
familiar with India's demographic patterns and changes over
time in them, it is rather surprising that they arf; the
ones to put forward such an entirely st~tic, almost ossified

3:)version of Indian Cultural patlcrnc;. Even if one were to
accept their hypothesis about culture being the primary

For explaining the continued bias against girl
children in Punjabi Community inspite of higher
standards of education and higher age at marriage
of t!1eir women, Dasgupt.a (Dosgupta aD. cit. )
has also argued that it is the unc!lan(~!:LnClkinship
patterns that are responsible for this state of
affairs. She llowp.vermaintains that this is
because institutional changes Sp far have not
been successful or adequate to ~lter women's
structural marginalisation in the economy.
Her argument is thus quite different from what
Dyson and Moore appear to imply viz that kinship
patterns affecting women exist in a VQccum ond
are/permanently given.



determinant of women's pos i ti~ln, their knowledge of the

demographic profile of India should hC1V0mudE?them realise
that cul turul rogiOrl<ll:LsC\ bon r-f India "'10\Jld be mor0 complex

than jus t a clean pe:rmant~!)t diVifte in two j) <:outs along the

Vindhya/Narmada line.

Ont) cun, in fLlc \~ or~1uc::'vv:ith S()~-'!l(~r{Sop!l0r 1980) that

Ind ia' s cul Lural regionalisiJ lion ha:; bec:n in a cons tant flux
in response? to the time-to-time onsl >lIght on it of vorious
freshly arriving cultures. .tUtc:r tlv Indo-Aryan advent, the

Muslims come to India in sOVOTLll wave':>. They were themselves

no t u homogenous group. TII" Pers ia tiS \/'Iho cume: oarl i er had

little in common with the tribal ~~ghals who followed. The
general pattr'rn of l,iuslirn penetration in In(Ua was different

for different regions \;".1:Lthin the cou ntry. In north India,

Muslims influence resulted :Ln the establishment of a court-

bas ed nobility uS well as a v'.fidospread urbo,n artis an cul ture.

In eas tern India, while tho clesu'l1donts of tJ-w conquerers

became ovorlords there gr8VJ up a Vi,St popuLltion cons is ting
mainly of converts from local populution who constituted the

peasantry. In the south l'/uslims lW?re mainly alien elite

warriors. There the converts to that ~pligion from within the

local population were,:: oV0:nvhelmin0ly urban artis ans. Still

later in the history of India at loast in the coastal regions and

and metropolises, the British radically ultered the hitherto
J

land-bound and inward looking Indian cultute by m~king it

conscious of ~thor cultures acros~ thi' SOUSe

It is clearly beyond the? s co pro of tl1 is papl?r to tracr? thes e

numerous cul tural force:'s and their continued and s epurate

impact in shuping through time women's position in r:ach region.
But it is perhaps possible to locate some of the cultural

factors which were apparently connect.od with relative

levels of CSn. of different regions at th0 beginning of this



century. One can then analyse the process through which
these interconnections hud worked till that juncture and
then examine whether changes in women's positions in the
period thereafter can be explained in terms of similar
processes taking place later on. The earlier cultural
pattern had no doubt evolved in response to the cnaning socio-
economic scenario of each region over t~e preceding centuries.
And whatever changes took place in this century must similarly
have also had their impact on the cultural mares of each
region regarding, among others, the treatment of young girls •

. Right from the beginning, census authorities of India
had been deeply concerned about the shortfall in the number
of females in the Indian population. In every decadal
reports, there was a detailed discussion regarding possible
explanations for this phenomenono Census authorities had
marked that after making allowances for inter-regional
migration, this deficit was persistently larger not just in a
few selected regions but within these regions, in some specific
castes. As the 1931 census noted "sex rtltio increases inversely
with social standing in Hindus •.••.• for example in Bombay
(Presidency), sex ratio for advanced castes was 878, for

J
intermediate castes 935, aboriginals 956 and depressed castes,
982 (GOI 193.1, p0198)"0

An examination of the age-groupwise and castewise data
that is available in Census reports for the decades before
.inct~pendencebrings out the following points.36

360 These conclusions are basad on the chapters on Sex in
Volume I of the 1911 and 1931 Census reports. Specially
relevant are subsidiary Table 1, and Subsidiary Table III
of Vol.I, Pt.I, p.223 and 228-231 respectively of Census
of 1911. For 1931, Vol.I pt.I, Ch.V~ text table on p.204,
Subsidiary Tabl~ IV, p.213 and Vol.I, pt. II, Table VII,
on Age sex and Civim conditions, p.126-1280



In 1911 and 1931, most parts of India had a
surplus of 0irls in their child population as
would be expected in the high infant and child
mortality regime prevailing then. The few
regions with csns below the na"tional average
were mostly in what are called the north and the
west zones in this paper. Within these regions,
there were several districts where the absolute
number of girls was well below that of boys.
~bst districts of Punjab, Punjab states, Western
United Provinces, Kashmir as well as a few districts
of both Rajputana agencies and the Bombay Presidency
fell in this group.

2. Remarkably, many of the princely states like
Baroda, G:Vulior, and even Travi1ncore Cochin
had CSRs significantly below the national average.

In both 1911 and 1931, the shortfall in number of
girls was more likely to occur in 0 few s~lp.ctAd
castes, particularly tho castes of Jats, Gujars,
Brahmins and Rajputso

In other regions also there were some instances
of a less than even csn in a fr;}wselected castes.
In'regions where such deficit was to be found, it
often s read to many of the castes at the upper
end of the caste hierarchyo Nevertheless it was
more likely to be so in tho castes mentioned in
point 3. For eXt:lmplein Bombay and Madras, as well
as in Central Provinces and Berar, the deficit



occurred amongst the brahmins. In Central India
Agen~ies, the CSR was less than even for Gujars
andR.ajputs. In Hyderabad State, the deficit was
to be found in several of the upper castes including
the upper groups of peasant castes.

5. It should be noted that this characteristic of
those specific castes was not repeated everywhere
in the country where there were people belonging
to those castes i.e. it was not that these specific
castes had a deficit of girls in all regions. For
example, in Bengal and Orissa, Brahmins did not
share this tendency. For peasant castes like
Marathas, Kunbi or Kapus, the CSH was greater than
even for Bombay but there was a shortage of girls
in these castes in Baroda (Kunbis) and in Hyderabad
(for the others).

6. In regions where there was evidence of such an anti-
\ \ girl bias, it was likely to occur in all religionso

Sikhs and Jains were particularly susceptible to
'this tendency.37 In Punjab, N.W.F.P. and Balu:chistan;.

the M,uslims also shared this tendencyo

7. For censuses after 1941, no caste-wise data is
provided by Census reports : but mentioned before
in later decades, the deficit of girls in child
population had increased in size and the tendency
for CSR to be less than even or less than the
national average had spread to a larger areao
Nevertheless the original core area still remains
the most markedly deficient areao

370 In Punjab, several castes like R31jputs, Jats, Nats,K umhars etc0 0 ccur in Hindus, 1>\uslims ant.:Sik h.s •



There is then substantial evidence to support the
proposition that historically, discrimination against
women and specially against little girls was confined
to a limited number of specific castes. However, though
many of these castes like £rahmins were present in most
parts of India, their anti-female bias was mot apparent
in all the regions they lived in. It was only in a few selected

/

areas ~hat this bias became marked in people of those castes.
And when it did, the attitude was also shared by several
other castes and communities whose general social status
was similar to that of the former. In other words, the factors
that triggered off the bia9~ attitudes in the bias-prone
castes-were to a large extent regional and affected people
of many other castes and even other communities of similar
or near-similar s ta tus. I t was this concen tra tion wi thin
a given region of several biasirlcommuni ties tha t made its
effects on GSR or CSR noticeable at the district or state
level~. In other areas where the region-oriented factors
triggering off the biased practices were absent or less force-
ful, discrimination against girls childrerl might have been
noticeable in specific castes but it nevertheless got diluted
at the regional aggregative level and had no impact on the
overall region-wise indicators of women's position. This
interweaving of caste-based attitudes with region specific
forces for triggering them off is specially intjriguing and
further analysis of it is likely to provide us with some clues
about how the proces~ actually works or had worked in the past.

Although the census authorities considered Brahmins,
Rajputs, Gujars or jats as upper castes, the data does not



really permit any quick equation between caste and class
nor allow any easy conclusions to bA drawn about class
being at the root of women's problems. Also, even though
earlier census authorities often tried to relate castes to
specific traditional occupations, by 1911, the majority of
people of castes even like the Rajputs or the Marathas had
been or had become landowning cultivators. Similarly Gujars
and Ahirs, whose traditional occupation had beon dairy and
sheep berding, wero rapidly changing over to agriculture as
noted by census authorities of Central Provinces and Berar
(GOI 1911, Vol. Pt.1, p. 247). It was perllaps more likely
for members of these particular castes to be in occupations
other than cultivation (for example in army or in trade)
than for members of other castes/communities : out the bulk
was definitely dependont on agricultu:rG for iLs living, And,
it was to be expected that amOn(ithis largely agrarian population
of each caste, there was a whole r~ngo of rich and poor
cuI tivators.

What was special about theso communities was the fact that,
due to some historical factors they, morc: th<:lnthe other
castes or communities had developed a pan-Indian identity and
were fiercely conscious of it. Th0. Sikhs, ll.ajputs,Marathas
and G..1jars were very cons clous of thoir own heri tage as

J
.warriors and Kshatriya over-lords of the past. They were
among the first to join the British army and thus again became
a distinct part of the new culture evolving under British
rule. Similarly, Brahmins hCl.dalv'lays,allover India,
cons idered themselves ClS custadians of Iiindu shas tras ,
religious authori ty as well as kno\'V10clgein tho IIindu sociGty.



In addition, they along with the K:lyasthas, were among
the first to partake of English e':ucation and join the
new urban,'professions opened up by the imperial rule.
These two castes were also over-represented in other
benefits under the new regime: For example, in Bengal
they had appropriated most of the jamidari rights created
by the British.

Moreover, the existence of numerous princely states
with royal lineages again belonging to some of these
communities furthered not only the sense of a group
identity but also encouraged within them an ethos of
social hierarchy and a strong respect for social taboos
and sanctions. I had earlier described how the Mewar court
- 1Durbar, - had used its powers and economic sanctions
to impose a rigid set of conventions amongst the Oswals
right till India became independent and the princely rule
was dissolved. Similarly, the 1931 census report (Vol.I,
Pt.1, po196) mentions that in Jaipur the ruler who belonged
to the Kacchawa community imposed extremely strict control
oV~r that community. As a result these people were known
ev~n amongst Rajputs for their very rigid social customs.

,
"

The interesting part was, this pride and urge for a
group identity as well as costomary controls by princely
rulers both were of a sort whose main burden fell on
women and made those societies specially biased against
little girlso Not only were CS8s of particular castes/
communities exceptionally low, the same was the case at
the regional level within several of the princely States
of northern and wes tern India. In 1931, Jaipur' s C.S8was

'only 659; Mewar's was 856. In Western India the overall
CSR ~n 1931 was about 1008 which itself was below the all



India average then. But for Burod~ it was even lower and
stood at 983; for Gvvalior it stood at 988. Caste based
biases appeared to get stronger when several such castes
lived in close proximity with ot1ers of similar practices
in a particular region (usually a princely state) and became
noticeable at macro levels in regional indicators like levels
of CSPes.

This strong urge of sevoral castes or community-based
groups to preserve and promote their group identity got
linked with the position of their women through some special
characterist~cs of the Hindu culture in practice. These
special characteristics are reflected in two major cultural
ritualistic practices which were very important in India
at least till the first half of 20th century. One was that,
for each caste, to preserve its identity it wns necessary
to practice.endogamy i.e. marrying within that own group.
According to the other, one accepted method of acquiring social
status was to follow the practice of hypergamy. Under that cust(
each daughter had to be married only in an 'anuloma' type of
marriage: that is to say, to a groom of at least equal but pre-

'. 38fer~bly higher ritualistic status. If at any point any
daughter of the family was married against this rule, then
the entire family, including the other siblings of the girlJ .

lost their status for good. In north India, this anuloma
practice was_combined further with the compulsive provision

This status was usually not dependent on wealth. Never-
theless all families within a group/caste know thehierarchy betwoen families and accepted it. There was
also caste based guardians of those hierarchies who
could decree that a particular family had lost their
previous status •



that each girl became "Arakshuniya" (incapable of beinq protected)
at or around puberty. She thereforr: hud to be married off.
Otherwise the father would continlle to !Jr:LJ.r'Kanyadaya
responsibility for the dGughter and once uguin the family
status would remain threutened. In §;outh India, perhaps this
compulsion oii getting daughtors man: Led was less binding. In
Kerala for example Nambudiris - the !l5'rh0stranked caste
group there, - did not expect ull tht? Numbudiri girls to get
married. Custom decreed thut only the '.:ldestson of Nambudiri
family was to get married. The rest of the brothC'rs would have
relation with Nair women but did noc murry them. This meant
that a lot of the Nambudiri girls who were burrod from marrying

39any lower c6ste men, hc1d to remain ct)l(:>\'<:tte.

The Kerala case brings out the othpr imrortant charact12ri-
stic of the practice of 'ulluloma' men of superior social
status were fully pp.rmitted to marry \-'lomonof somewhat lower
social status without affecting their fLlrnily's stotus. They
were often persuuded to do so by pOyJn0.ntof C\ lurCJe dov!ry.
Though this wife might not become ritualistically th12 most
important of a man's brides, the mi1rriuUe nevortheless reflectod
well on her familyo

The dice were thus fully loaded against the parents of
daughter because of the combined bind of the~compulsion to
get all daughte_rs married and the rule tlt<"1tin euch case it
had to be an 'anuloma'. The process could at best be finan-
cially c±ippling to the girl's fumily, because to achieve this,

That is barred from pructising 'Pratiloma' a
daughter marrying a man of lo~er social status.



they might have to pay huge dawries. Or it could lead to
social disgrace in case the requirements could not be met.
And to recover from this disgrace was very time consuming
difficult and also expensive. There was therefore considera-
ble incentive for families not to want daughters and to resent
the ones that were already born.

In case of the princely states, these severe rules of
hypergamy became even more restrictive because societies
there were particularly highly poljt1cised and hierarchy
conscious. Historically this was no t wi tllr1ut reason. As
Das (Das 1976) has pointed out, in princely communities of
north India, families were formally supposed to be closely
knit around paternal relations of father and son, brothers
and kin through the male blood line. But in reality,
because inheritance and property also pas~ed down the male
line and was shared commonl y wi th male rela tions on pa ternal
side, there was strong mistrust and continuous internecine
s trugg les be tween cous ins, s tep..•.bro thers and even bro I...hers.
In this situation men relied heavily on the support they could
get from the families of their mothers and wives. Contracting
a good marriage was therefore vitally important for a man's
political career and his actual fortunes. ~Das (Ibid) explains
how this proc~ss too led to intensification of the requirements
of hypergamy. Since all families were looking for connections
with powerful allies through marriage, none could afford to
lose its ritualistic status. If one of them did not observe
the rules about daughters' marriages, sons too could not hope to
make good marriage connections because the entire family had
lost its ranking. All in all, the double bind of hypergamy
and need to make good political connections through marriage
meant that a family preferred to have as few daughters as
possible. It then had less occassions to worry about its
social s ta tus.



During the 19th century, when princely courts lost
the ir po Ii tical cIou t, the se marr iag e p r ac tices con tinued
strong because, status through marriage was all the more
important when no gains could be made through actual
conquests and wars. Also in many cases, the power sought
out of such marriages was not political but commercial.
Families of certain communities like the Jains of Rajputana
and western Uttar Pradesh, who were very active in trade
within India as well as with other countries of Africa,
South East Asia and the far East, still conducted a major
part of their business through family connections and
relations of mutual trust. They too used marriage as the
chief tool for negotiating business relations and ensuring
trust in business deals. So the importance of keeping
the ritualistic marriage position intact remained important

40for families even in the process of development.

In this entire process, however, several points are of
crucial importance. These ideas about marriage were not
confined to Aryan or Dravidian culture alone. By the last
century, there was no reason to believe that the V~ndhyas acted
as a cultural barrier. The South equnlly with North accepted
the same pantheon of Gods and same idea~s derived from Ramayana,
Mahabharata and the Puranas. And in none of the regions,

elfordinary people were engaged in thesp kind power gameso They

40. This development might partially account for the vague
link we had noticed virje table 9 in the greater prevalenceof non-agricultural occunations among population of some
regions whereCSRs were traditionally low. The connection
could be not through the failure of women to participate
in some of these non-agricultural occupations but because
communities practising those occuoations might be more
inclined to using marriage alliances for business purposes
and therefore practising hypergumy. This could affect thei
attitude towards the birth and survival of daughters as
discussed earlier.



largely acceptG>d th" t dCJ.uqhLeTS 1lC:1dt~) l;r rnz1rri'?d, 41 bu t

marriagos wen" genor.:\J.ly for prDC"0,"l+J.on il.~ \'1011 uS gntling

two moro Willing hands for doinq fzllflily clloros. They wore
seldom meant for raising thc: fomily's stc:,Lus. Even within

the status conscious castes, tho process ~as limited to

people \I'I'howere particularly in S0i1rC' of social status and

the rest could and did opt out of the process~2 On the

other hand, if there W()S a custom of acceptinq bride price

by the girl's parents them purents lonked out for the bE::st

offer by a groom. Bride price wos itsplf not very liborQting

for brides b"cuaso she c01.lld not prnvnnt hor father from

marrying hor off to tlv? lJs L bid '0r \'/hl) cnul:::! be CJ.nold m:Jn,.

a widower or anybody. t\nd in S orno C')mmuni ties if she \!'Janted
to divorce thCJ.t man, i t w(~s sh"-' \"ho h(-\(I tn 0arl1 the mr)m~y

to repny for the bride price. l{r;r L:-1l1nr would uSllally

refuse to givo the amount back. Out at 100st in these kind
of marriages a daughters' birth wos noL unwelcome.

Hypergamy was thus not a rule or a given fOT.all times

in any community or c uS to. [v0ry onc) of th" p.:1rticular cas t0S

or groups who practis,::d it had, ().t some point of time,

41. Quite often tho urgency ClrnonCl10w:;r class/cClste groups
to" get daughters rnzHTied pC\rly "Clme: [rom tlle far:t th('lt,
qui te of ton, tho lCJ.nd lords un,-l 0 ll!"r suciCll superiors
sexually abused the women of former groups CJ.Spart of this
exhibition of tho lCJ.tte~s pO~0r over "the former. In
tha t ca$ e, if the dough ter IfIOS unmorried, the s oc ial
disgrace 'Nould ruin lwr chunC0S of morriage. Cut if
tho same thing hap,;enecJ to a marriOll W0mLlllof lawor
groups, tho husband Clnd tho snciety gon'?rally convincod
Clt it.



deliberately opted for it. Fo.l.' c'~:()mple,in Bengal, the
common story is, the Sen kings of middle period were
disturbed by the lax': practice of ritualistic purity by
traditional Be,ngali brahmins and Kayasthas and are said to

43have imported' from Kanauj O~unyakubj a) five families
each of Brahmins and Kuyasthas. These five families called
"Kulin" Brahmins and "Kulin" Kayasthas, were ritualistically
accepted as of the highest status ailOng the entire Brahmin
and K~yastha communities and also by the court. Similarly,
with the establishment of Shivaji's empire, five of the Jibratha
families were declared as "Panchakulill the five superior
families who began to trace their lineage from the Rajputs.
Hgncef9rth these families refused to do agricultural work
thoug!l'.their roots lrJ.Yamong the ordinary peasant cultivators
of that region. More recC'ntly, tho s \~OT)' of tho efforts Pllt
in by the Kunbis of the Churotu region in Durodu to lift
themselves to the status of Patid<lrs mainly through newly
developing a very elabora~e hyporgumy sfstem h~s been well
documented (Pocockop. cit). Each of these communities had
brought in this pattern precisely becrJ.usethey felt a need
at that time 1;;0_/ assert their st;)tus or to urrange for
getting a better social status. Therefore in each case,
the process was very much a dynamic one tri000red off at same
point of time by a newly felt urgeo This ufge drove communities
to introduce a more hierarchicul and hierar~hy-conscious
stutus in the -society in \·vhichthey lived so thut they could
be distinguished and remain distin9uislwd from the hoi polloi.
This need would be felt if a community had newly made money

Please note that these B rabmins CClmefrom the South.
In Bengal at least, the ritualistic purity of Karnataka
and Tamil Brahmins over the Bengali ones has been
reasserted severul times in the last five hundred years.
And even to-day in Bhatpara, the urea where the socially
accepted superior and learnod :31-;'hminsof Bengal live,
the majority of fumilies originute from Karnatakaroots.



and/or gained political pOvver and wanted a social status
to match it. Or it was newly entering into fields of
business and trade und np.eded a larger and more loyal
groups of supporters. Or the urge could be felt also
by castes/groups who had earlier been powerful but
had lost that distinction. In order to save some of
its distinction of upper status in the society, the

,
groups might resort to more stringent practices of
endogamy and hypergamy.



Summing up the discussion so far, one can say that the idea
of daughters as mute agents of eurninq or losing status for their
families were probably inherent in the entire Indian perception
of women, but the practice of hl'pergamy and its excessive elabo-
ration and imposition in mach society W21S triggered off by some
developmental changes such as the -rise and fall in economic and
political fortunes of specific communities. It was only in such

.1situations that'the rigours of the system were once again
evoked for controlling/limiting the number of g.Lrls in each
family.

However, there is a further problem. The kind of pressures
that were discussed in the previous section which led to some
groups newly promoting the practice - were presumably spread
allover India throughout recorded history However evidence
that is availablp suggests that, the regj.ons where these
elaborate rituals of hypergamous marriages became important
on occassions were not really randomly spread allover India
but had generally always remained in a few areas. Karve's
(Karve 1968 Ope cit) evidence sho'.vedthat elaborate marriage
ri~uals were specific to some regions mainli in West and North
India.' On the other hand, Kolenda and Elder (both writing in
1966) made the point that the incidence of marriage expenses to
bride's families was more region specific than class specific.

Libbee had similarly (Libbee 1')80 l"lP. 93-98 maps no.10-12)
calculated the aver~ge distance travelled by brides to marital
residence on the basis of 1961 Census data on micrration. He had
found that village exogamy was not found in all parts of even
North Indiao It was particularly noticeable in terms of percentaqe



of rural women who hud left thoir nut<11 villaqe and the44average dis tunce they h<1d truvclled in Punj ab, Wes tern
uttar Pradesh, Haryana, the border between Madhya Pradesh
and Guj arat, Central Guj arat and Eastern 1,;1aharashtra.
Again the regional aspect bGcomes more important and the
mere north/south, J\rYun/Dravidiun explcm()tion is not engugh
because one region where Libbee IS index of exogamy shows
quite significant concentration is in eastern/Central
Maharashtra and Central Gujarut, which are even according
to Karve no± the areas of pure Aryan trudition.

A possible explanation for this could be that, the
latent cultural value of earning higher social status
through the dGgradution of daugh t·'rs (through hyper~Jamy,
dowry etc.) is not triggered off automatically just by the
need for status seekina. The latter w'eds to be dir0cted
towards the use of this particular method - i.n• hypergamy - as
a proper tool by some med iators. And the'se ini tia tors are mas t
likely to be the Bruhmins - who 3S custodians of Hindu culture
have always brought pre~sur(' wherever possible on the common
people to follow the icl(:olsof ~,\"H1\1 and Ilis vi0'.'Jsabout
women.

111'ishypothesis WClS sUCf,'C'stedto me by Sopher's
analysis of the interregional differences;within India
in the disparity in levels of mon's liter~cy and women's
literacy. H~ has provided an elaborate table based on 1931
Census data to indicate that (Sopher 1980 Ch. IV pp. 170-171)
at leas t at that point of time v!h:i..leBrohmins had a cons is tantly
higher literacy rates for mules than the average for the total

44. It is generally assumed tllut viLlann oxogal11Yon marriage
and a greater distance between the natal and marital
homes are signs of women's vulunerabilityo



45'Hindu population in all parts of India, the disparity in
literacy of males and fomales was alwoys higher among brahmins
than in all Hindus (Bengal \'I'as1110 only marginul exception to
that). (Sopher 1980 eh. IV p. 170 tuble no.6) Sorher argued
that'literaoy specially of wornen requirl:'s among other things
cultural sanctions and though brahmins had, at least in 1931,

a much better record of male literacy, their relatively poorer
records of female literacy wus due to cultural reservations.
This suggests that if there is a groater influenCe? of flrahmins
in a given region, the position of 'NOI'lOn is likely to be
relatively worse.

Inl:orostingly.,if OIlO lo()!cst\L .')'iphnr's inn!' nf)o 19( p.1()'7)
where he has reproducod a dnnsity map ubout the percc?ntalge
of Brahmin populution in thc? populati,oll of ooch district, it
comes remarl:l101y close to the al~r'(lSin Libbee's mup \Nhere
exogamy was high. In generul, thore waG a vo~y low concentra-
tion of F1rahmins in our South "'one excort for a fQW pockets in
Coorg, Tcmjavour and Ul') Cod2v,:1ri/J.Jislma, d(?ltus. Populations
of the remaining area includod le~s thun 4 percent of .t>J'uhmins
andi;J,large tract had less than 2 percent of bruhmins 0 /\guin theT(
was a concentra tion of Bruhmins in Konkan and parts of Eas tern
Maharashtruo

45. Disparity was calculated by the formula
P(1-_P_) __
p (1-q)

where p is the probability of a male above '7 beinglitoral:e and q lS tho probability of u female above
'7 being literatoo



Areas of highe~t concentration were in Saurashtra
and Surat areas of Gujarat as well as the north zone
consisting of V.P., Rajasthan, Punjab, Himachal Pradesh.
So in a way, the predominance of Orahmi_ns is sratially
linked in a rough way with the areas of low CSR, and pockets
where hypergamy and exogamy coincided.

The concentration of Brahmins in those pocket itself
needs an explanation. In a way, since Brahmins do not work
as cultivators or artisans, they have to be supported by the
other population. So th~y would naturally concentrate in
areas where there is a surplus prodl\cing economy und tl!is
tallies with their living in rivc'l'dGl ias and tho Indo Gang(?tic
plains. But Brahmins were found in very large numbers in Raj-
putana, Punjab, and Saurashtra, non€? of which hud prosperous
agriculture at that tim0. Their preSonce would be linked with
the princely courts which required Drahrnins to IGgitimiso their
roles and their political superiority in terms of the Hindu
religious system. ThG concentration of Brahmins sp0cially
in princely states probably accounted for th0. tremendo\ls
handicap suffered by women in those core pockets thut had
been mentioned eorlier.

The ques tion remains !lo\',! far these past events and
Jbeliefs Qxplain the situation of ~irls to-day. I huve argued

that dowry to-day is an importunt cuuse of bias aquinst qirl
children. I had also argued that dowry t()~dLlYis not a
continuation of tho oarlior hyporqo.rnouspr()ctices for status
seeking' that were confined to .::l fOIN comllltmitiGs. It is no':\'a
more or less universal phenomr:non, p'?rvo.clingall regions and
communi ties of India. I want to argue now thnt though Uw

present dowry practice is g~neric~lly diff0.rent from the earlier
one, its roots lay in this tradition. I would suqgnst t.hotit is
not So much that n0W groups 2nd C1)!Iwlunitics are si-ml,leymaking those



calculations about the vl0mon's P.xpr:cted life time income
vis-a-vis men's and tll(;rn domanclinq i.l price? for that difference.
Rather they are translating thoir urgos and greeds into a
Brahminisation process. Since tIle)'(Jre now capabl~ of upward
social mobility, they accept tlle id0.as and prac lices of the
upper castes that are convenient and convince themselves that
they too are entitled to those benefits, and their women
also are to be subordinated at loast culturally. This is how
the ideals of an open society are now baing visciously used
to claim Brahminical prerogatives by all specially vis-a-vis



In case tho vievJ3 exprossc~ri O[)OVC; <II0 tL:l.k:onto be mOTP
defini te than they ore, I should i w, is t tho t thoy or:"' all

tAntetive 0roping at discerninC) the shape of the problem of
.expL3ining women's positlon in IneJic\fl society. J\1o single
dis c ipllne illumines tho pa t! 1: abv ious 1y tl lor f OTG there ore
no readymade models for eosy C1dopLiu!1 Ql1d confron Labon ',.':Lth

Indo<?d it i:. net cl('<1r \'Jh,lt tl)() ro.lc."vant data might be.

Nevertheless, with thilt proviso, I CCin still claim thf:1t soveral
po in ts s ugg,?S tcd by tho 1 inn O{ c.mi' 1ys i -:;fo LLoi'vd in th is

study W0rG sus ca inccl by s t;lnci <U'U mac ro level da t a mad () <lV()ilo 1:1('

by official sources. 'Nhat is moro, thr...' re lations L:l.ppC?2r~:d

to hold good for fairly 10n9 pnriod;, of tiffi(~ ii1 tl!(~ p"st <:l.l1d

facts Civailable so for 1'(?gt:rdh1~! Ct1'rl'on'l~ pos,Ltinn do not
contradict them. Thl?~;!' con I:JI":':' 'POT') 1)(; ac:c('l't",,-j ilS [oirl]' 'Noll
os tub 1is hed hy po th('~; C s fo ,r:' f tJ:'_'l:i 1 C'1"' rn;, 0<:U' ch.

Data us od in thC' s 'b.ld/ 1"'''(Fr'11nq s :i..Z0S of rna10 .1nd f0mo.1G
populations, tllC'ir Cl90 specifl'_ el."~sLriL~uLlo!1, DS \'1011 ':1S

o c cupa ti on-wis e brn.a kup of the \'!orkf orc e for d iff (~T(?nt n=>gions

of India has been drawn from census report:; for \r~ir ,LOl\5 decodes.
These hove been supplenw·nte:d by ollior oFficial nc;tj_ll1()t(~S of

demographic as well as eml'loymontl.rencl:::;. l-\n thro pu log ical studies

of several s cllolo.rs o.s wo11 as s orne Ii t-'J.'ory SourC0S haVE"?providGd

many Llseful insights on wh,~ch tllis paper lids beon buil t; but I have

shied from us~ng any such findin(T~ 2S proofs of ~hn arg\ln]r?l1t mCiinly
because the study is concl\rnerl vlith lar<Jn scale changes 01: their
absence in major societal v~ri2blp;, in the: course of d(~vclopm('nt.

The study. on the? I,vholo fully suppor Ls thn i!ssortion tho.t
gender is an important v,:.riable in cletorrnininrr t'1e distLLbutlon
of well-being in Ind:ian soci(?ty and this j_s rofJ.'~ct0d to a
significant degree in tho domoCJTa;)l!ic pTofiln. for th0 girl

child, its irnplic<1U,ons Vd'XY ·viLh cLlss, C'-IS "c', '['''eT:Lon o.nd
religion but uTe not sulJsumed by ony of thAsc) variCiblGs. Rather,

her experienCe? of devolopmon L hos boon moni Lored l,y the combined



effect of all of them including gender. Moreover, although
India's overall sex ratio may h~ve increasod in recent years
and the shortfall in women's l.de expectancy as compared to

men's may soon disappear, thore is little ~eason to believe
tho. t the ideologic;)l pas ition r.nqilrn i I1CJ 1';n!1\c)n's wortll th;lt
prevails in different sections of the society hc1S ultore?d by any

material degree. The pors ir: tently high(~r mortality rntes of
girl children in spec ific arc,'s tos \.ify to th,-,t. Forer,s of
development have succeodecl in reducing oVflri:lll rates of infant
and child mortality rates in sov0r~1 of those areas. Out
this has not led to a corresponding concel12tion of that bias
to any noticeable? degree.

The paper has argueJ that a tternp I.s to c'xpla1n re.9ional

variations in thu degreo of this J::,L.\s ill !:0.rms of vZ.'rialions
in officially o.S tirnated levels of \,"omoJi's WFPns for diffr)rent
regions have not been found satisfactoryo Though UH') two
variables did uppear to be connc'ct.ed at a certain point. of timo,
changes in the latter in the past have afton not beon refloctecl in
corres ponding changes in tho fonnero fin. th "r, the?rn is cons idorC1bl 0

evhlonc0 to suppnrt the conlc'llt:i ..on UwL, like tlv' rol<:.ltivr? chances

of survival of litt~girls, giving due rocognition to women's work
is also a fairly accuraLe indicCttor. of ''''omc'l1's l.'olative social
pos i tion in d iff oront purts of Inri ian sac ioty • Nei ther can 0xpluin

or ac coun t for the at] lcr or d0term~"Lne wOlTIon's pos i t.:i. on. The
actual level of "''1omen's "/IFPRin a give?n reqion, in L)ct, appeiJrs
to be closely i1nd positivoly related to tlw .iLovf)l of m0n's V.rFpn

in the sarno region. In general, thC'S0 ratGs for both men and "tomen
would be relatively low or high depending on ho':,.'far the region
produces a surpluso

In arguing that tho purticularly low ideological position of

wotnen in parts of Indiu cannot bo c;:plait1P.d by tho1r Tola Live,
inubility to purticipate in th0 workfor.c~, I urn by no mnans
suggesting that economic idependence is not important for
improving women's position. C0rtainly, pu.rtuking in productive
work probably gi'1os women somo additional a.utonomy and therefore



significantly improves the.ir actual \·..,ell-be:Lng. But in this
paper our concern is with the famili""'s' attitudes and behaviour,

towards their baby daughters lit 'the:. firs t few yeCJ.rs of the latte,t':' s

lives. These atti tud(JS in tlwir i-urn CJ.1'0likely to bo lCJ.rgaly
det~rmined by standard social porcoptions regarding women's worth

in that particular society. And, given the qcnorul pattern of

sexual division of labour prevailing in most ports of India,
participating in the latour force is unlikely to confer a high

status or regard for workin9 woman inthc Indian society. Even in
areas \vhore women have always been ac tive ill s ocL1l production,

the standard pattern of job i)llocation bc;>tween men and women

generally discriminates against women and can seldom challenge

tho superior value attach(~d to mules by thc) society. AlSO, in

most regions, worker women predominantly belong to 10w0r clusses

and castes and there is a tendency for women to withdraw from the

workforce when the family economy im!)rr)ifGs. Women's work thc'refore
does not improve the sti3tlsticl3.l1y pprcoivod ideological stutus of

(·:ither the working women or of the fami11(:5 '.'·Jho pPTmi t thGm to

do So. In subsistence economies, in a labour scarce situation,

a worker woman could and does cOIllmand a bride price and this
has a positive effect onthe gonerul attitude towanJs the birth

of a daughter in those societies~o But the puper hils discussed how

in tho~e societies, practices of dowry und cvan female infanticide
\

become 'common once developmentc{l forcos bring abollt a grerltor
hierarclly.in th(~ social st\lruc!:urr'\ and n0\'\/ly introclllCG prosp(.:cts

of upward Soc ial mobil i ty for its !TI('JPhers. In 0 thO.L' \'Jords, work
Jgives some status to women !Jnl)' ;·s Inn,! . s men to" or':' wCI~klnq on

similar, low 1o_vol jobs 0 nut L'PCdUc;,:,\-\'U!fl"t) h,1V0 IV) t b'."rn Iblo to

claim their due ;,hure ill lhn ir;'provinq j l)!j [1l"nsp"c t s thut :"v01op-

ment has brought forth fo.r nwn, their con Linllinq \'1; th l~rad.i.tionul,
v.;omen-tY:Je \'Jork h<:;s liLllo p()sil~i'ln i!ll!)(1cl. Oil t!lr>ir sociul or
famil iui pos i tio il.

Tho }Juper then go'~:, on tn C1J\lS ldc)T \'J!v~ !:h'-r I:ho "lld01y

perceiv(~d difforencos i.;G'L'.i:un I~ho n r l:11 (Hid ;;olltll, I\.ryan llnd

Druvidiun cul-Lu.'.'al i:.\ Lti Lu,I,'~; 1.-,) (,.~·rl'~VJOnJ"1'\ ;'1~O by tlwmc;clvr's

suffi c ient to ox pIa in th os' InnlJ .•..s tC1n0:L ng vc'\rio tions br'tV1Jor:11

re9ions in women's position, It no-t,...,s Lh,:l thf::?SC factors h""V0

undenial~ly givrm shupo to l~lw cul bU:i'll PT;~ctlces -Lhi',!: urA



cons idorod accopto.blo in r'i~ch rr;0j 'Jl1; 1)11 L this kind of

class ico.l zoning of ,.\11 Tr:'~Ji()l1~)\,:;,~; nt' L c;::tpiJble of oxpl(1.1ning

all the diffeTences in s tunr!il:u' s0cir: '.i:~1 ;l"I~titudos -Loworcls \'!omon

prevailing in each loci.~tion for ;.\11 lim"s to cum(:• .sov0r".1
historic.al factors hod, in f;-ictt plL\'l0d im nrl\Ji:iJ.ly i.mporLant
role in shaping Lhe prev(}i1in9 (>'nv'n !.:lnn':";in this m()ttor.
Ovor t iIllo t thcs e Lendenc:i. (~s heW0 lo<i Lo i.he'TO d0V0 loping more

variations between regions in w'JTl1c:n'S !J'")sition than v·/arro.ntod
by jus t the two-way dichotomy. J\n oxamj_nn.ti'Jn of available
historical datu al'poarr,d to indicl.-l L') tilL.ILt in tho pastt advc?rse

sex ratios in child populution occur0d only in 0. few selocLed

cas tes and mos t of thes c' cas :"os be 10J)~r(J to tile upper s ()c ial
,

s tra to.. The cha.nc es of t~I is cas to bas ,:,d bias reo.c hing a

significant proportion in the popuL:1.tion \'VTO, on tho oth('r

handt related to some region specifj.c f(""lctars. The role of

two such factors was po.rticularly notic03: 10 One w;~s tho

rela tive proportion of Brahmins in tll, to 1:<'11populC'\tion

of each region; the: other was the situo.tion of those bias-prone

castes 'in tllo so-called princely stotes. Interestingly, these

two factors were of relevance evrm in tho southern Dravidian

regions. Upper caste girls in princely stn.tes of south India

also ?-ppnur()d to suffer a hondicap.

These findings SU9U0St some possibilitius that may ~e of
help in expla Lning s orne of tll!:' nc:v-lly l rl'o'."dng tondenc ies in Indian

J societyo /A higher than overage propolition ~n the population

of Brahmins, a group unlikely to be found enguged in subsistence

activities, suggosts that such a region would be ~ surplus
producing one where, cons"-'quontly, thr.:re would bo CJ. more complex

sociul structure. Similarly, aT"i1S unclt:'T princoly s tatos would

also have a more hierarchical soci0ty to <:'.ccomoda\:0 thl? protens ions-

of tho rulers 0
1 Moreover, it appr: L~rr;~lthLlt s uc lis to. tC's had gonerall

housed Drahmins ill lurgor nUlll1)PI's tholl vu1'Lal\b',cl l)y thc:ir own

resources base. The combiw;cj 02 ;~r;ct of those fClctors was that

sex ratios in tll,' child popul~tions th~-r0 '.'ern snrne of tlv: worst
in tho co\tntry. It G!lp,::ar', then tllDl, tllo ideological position of

women in India becomes worse as society bocomes more hierArchical,



consequence of the developmont pattnrn that is being currently
fa llowod., the prognos is for IndLm Vo1Omenis I ilce ly to bp fur

from positive. That the 501x1:.11"1'nDravidian regions \V'?re not

immune to thes e tendon ci0s als a s U(y f0~; ts thC1tins pi te of their
distinct cllitural hori Luge's, most lXH'Ls of India accept the

cultural hegemony of tho 8rahmtn~cal pattprn and the latter
comes to dUlnina te whenevPI' c ircums tunc'?s provide room for it.

Dis cus s ion in thl? palY~r r0fJc1rd j, nCJ th () rec nnt unprec ed entedl y

rapid s prc'i::ld of dO';'lrl in IflOS t pur I s of India brin(Jc; ou t t Il<?
nature of the in-Lerplay of sevoral apparently unrelated factors

that are generally shaping '.':omen' s 0') r;:. t'i on a t this j unc ture.
On tho one hand, dO"Jry is directly the (llJtcome of thp. failurQ

of our developmnnt s tru l.eSy to al' <'.1.-' i)ny of the bas ic paramel-.e~rs

that govern women's lives. It llus neiLl1"r rc?c1uc0.d thr> societul

offnred them chances of sh;\rinq in till? gi'n"'[<11Jy :LrnpTc'v:Lng

econoll!ic prospec Ls throllgll -Llwlr O\"t1 '.-'Jork. f'or 'Ill·'~.'1,.00, m<Jrl'i;"(ff

is the only option befoJJ' mas L \'iornel1o At the.Same t-i me,

devoloprnen t has also rl?sull.cd in iln upsurqn of prncJl1ct:Lon and
uVuilability of a very '.vjt!p .rCtllSJ': of !f1,,)(IC; on<1 s:'Tvice:c; ln ;.11e:

Indian economy anc1 has thpr,,:,fore completoly l'eshupl'd the horizon

of choico3 fiJ.cing the hdian p8q)h . /'.~;elis Cl1ss('r) b(~fnl>', tl1:oS(~

trends havo alterrjd t;lO I.JClsic c1J:1Tu,::tr:r of dowry from bc:ing

mainly a device for secking St,ltus uS in l:'urlior periodso ,)onry

novv is much more of a c OlTlfnp.rcial pro pI) s i [',:Lor}conn') c t(~d to the

groom's life-long :Lncome prospe'cts. At tilo S<.lm\, time, it is also

very much a displiJ.y of tile oride's falIli.ly's wealth, sociul
connections and th(:ir '.'Jis !I'?S to forse: un aJ.lil:.:une0 w3. th a Ll!er

important families.

llowcver, it is ulso I.'Jnll-kno\"m th<Jt dowry b;:lsod m'!:.T.iu!Jps,
evon, alnong tlw Vl:ry rich, cun furc disC\strously und ore v·'ry often
totally degrading to tile \'Joman l;c?inl.! murrii?d. :\nd at l(?ast for

tho r:Lch, th<' choice of educ,!t.Lng and endowing dauqhters for

pro s porous carG('rs, mueh as i~; do no for sons, I',l tl181' than

arranging their marriogc"s !';I pay ing a dO"TY is a fully via!;le
option. Indcwd this choico is o~)en ut some lc:vel for all parents

and specially for those ';,,rlll) arc su":"iei'?ntly conc rnod about the



matter at the time of the birth a daughtor to make the negative

choice of neglecting or killing .her. J'ust a9 thoy sturt suving fo:
a dowry, they can s tart pl()nnin~J u livr:lihrJorl f0r h,T.

The interesting point i~ that most people, regardless of
whether they live in tlH~ norLh or in the south, do not considl'-?r

these as valid alternatives. This nloy pu:c-tly be b(?cuuse they
know abou t the job pros pec ts thu I, ox i~ L for uvorag(~ women cmd

do not f00l optimis tic about a girl bc:illg ilbl'" to lTlu]U?a decent
living. Gut much mor() o:etC:I\ it. just do"')s not occur to them.

Or the wIlole weight of the llindu tr.-:\rli tion of acqu iring "punya "_

heavenly cred it-pins them d.o~·'m. Tho.t th is is dc)grad inn or even

dangerous to the girl is obviously of little consequence' to

them. In other words, one hDS to tuko oxplici t o.ccount of the
basic promise tho.t, in tho Indi_an society, '.'JOmon(1.S such are

cons idered les s vClluable and tIt is is independent of tho ir s oCio.l

produc ti vi ty 0 To the cconomis t th Ls me:y lH) L\ d iff iCll.l t prpmis e

to accGpt; but to students of Indiun society, oUv;r similiJr
instuncr?s of th0 socipLy d'Ti\tinq tit!"' pr(),]uc:li.vlt.y '.)f nny sociully

degruded group on a priori grounds should be very ().:}sy to find.

I ..am arguing tha t Lh(?J:r~' <:Ir" sonY' sp0c:i.ul, culturp.-spocific

reClSOns why Indian societi0s Cl!Jpci1r to r0ilct fuirly reglllorly
in this particula.r way, vi?:. by ,Jegradation of th:)].r \"!Dmen, to

the growth of social hierarchi0s. Thn rC2sors prr)bably lie in
the particulur hie toricul com )in;,t 1,~)nof :,ucial Dnr.! of cot)T'se

economic forces- '.'.Ihich madc thr) S oC i {"'ty ill Indo-CJClngr't.i. c plc. ins one

where pCltri-loc al, pi3.triDrchal, ex tend '?c.l 1:in joint falJ1i110s bociJ.me

the rulo : where pres s ur'?s of rhm2!1rl f ()r 1()bour gl'vr. inordi na te
importance to women's reproduc Live> tlCLlvi til.'s and \:'JlVJre privC\ te

property developed early to put 0 premium on morri~gp.s and logiti-
macyo Such speculations are beyond the scope of this paper.

But I think it is important to take notr:: of tile f".ct thCl L \','l1ile

degradation of women in the course of devolonment may not be

peculiar to India alone, tho Indiun socicLy fo.llo'.'·/s its own

distinct path for doing so. Tll roforo, faT d!"'oling 'N.Ltll it,

solutions will also have Lo be tClilnrod sp'?cificull! for IndiCl
or even for its sub-regions if tllo ni~nd aris··s for thtl to



Before ending, I need to clarify my position on one
point : the paper has emphasised the need for a better
understanding of the specificities of the crisis of development
as it affects Indian women. But in this case, understanding does
not by any means imply forgiveness or even passive acceptance of
the ~ultural modes that underlie these specificities. Rather,
such an understanding is expected to evoke a reaction suitably
sharp to match the enormity of the injustice involved in
treating generations after generations of women merely as
symbols of social status. This is therefore very much a plea
for action, but action which is more sensitive to the
complexities of the issue. It calls for active efforts not
just to create more jobs for women but to remove the barriers
that obstruct women's full and equal participation in the
economy. It also calls for a continuous and powerful propaganda
to build up awareness about the fact that social customs and
traditions are not invariant nor sacrosanct. This kind of
analysis is mainly for empowering the political struggle that
is necessary for achieving these larger ends.
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In the Barujivi community, im[ll'ovnrnents in literacy and

educution levols havo m(;cmt thot ynunSl'?l' peoplo Llro roluctant
to take up the traditional occupation of cultivAting betel

IGaves. They nOVlpr(;fcr to 90 in fr)r ',','hiL0 collar jobs.' With

this, there is a marked decline in the tradll.ional practice of
pay ing a brideprice a t tho timo of marriugr:-.. Ins tend, the

practice of dowry is guining ground. Some spocific cases are

given belo'N.

The late 3 hara tc handra t)ol, a betel loaf cuI ti vutor of old

Baruipada, Halisahar, hod paid a bri0cpricQ of sixty rupe0s at

the time of the marriage of his son Shambhunatho '/lhen Shambhu-

nath's grandson Indro Kumar got m;lrri0d to Jogmayu, the daughter

of Nivaranchandra Dey, no bridepric0 was Quid, but no dowry
either. !-Ie did howev"."!'.:',·Cj(,t a fc','! gifts such uS tho bridul bed.

When Indra Kumar's SOlI Pradipcllundra Pul, currently an employee

of the Halisahar Munic iVl1i ty, gc'l.s his daughter married, he will

havG a hurd time findill!J tho mOllGYfor tIle dowry.

The late Totaram Dey of old Iloruipo.do hud thrE?p sons, Hoj kumar,

Kalikumar and Krishnakumar. Though Totaram was a rich and

respected betel grower of Halisahar, ho had to pay a brideprice

of about flso 200 for getting cllch son marriod. Kalikurnar's son,
Nivaranchandra diu not get any bridepric0 f6r his daughter Jogrnaya;

as noted above1 he had to give some gifts to his son-in-law.

The late Bipin Das was a well-to-do betal grower of Bhairavkul;

his daughter was murrioeJ to r:'.ul'uptlc1i1,of DllupC1gram who hims0lf was
a prosperous betel growero A brideprice was paid to Bipin Das on

this occasion. When his son, Surendra f'.!ath got morried to Nirupama
from the Senhati Pal family, neitJipr brid, '.1:'prico for c!Q';vry was paid

Surendra Nath's sons werC? all in \Nhito collar jobs; each of them
had received a dowry, in cash or !:jJld, I."!,)~'thseveral tho~lsand rupeo

One son Ashok is now \"Iorking as un c?nqi n0''T in the' S!;()t0 ~lectTici t.



Board; he said that his entire lifo's sovings would be wiped
out in moeting the expenses includi..ng dO'J'Jryfor his dc:lUghter's
marriage.

Similarly, Krishnadhan Datta's son Raicharan was a prosperous
betel grovlor in the Ivlaheshwarpi)shi) Village of Khulna d :Lstri ct.
In his own marriage, he had paid a bridoprico of Hs. 80. In
his daughter's marriage to Bankabehari Pal, a betel grower of
the same village, he had received a brideprice of J1s. 100. At
the time of the wedding of his grundson IVlunindra, a shopkeeper,
no cash, whether as dowry or uS bridoprico, was paid; but
Manindra got a gold ring and his wife sarno j eWE~llE'ry from her
father. One daughter of Manindrababu got morried in 1988 when
he had to spend more than Rs• 2:'),000. For the nex.t daughter,
he expected to spend ovor Rs. 30,0000 Bankabehori Pnl's son-in-
law, Raicharan Datta's grand daughter got married to Thakurdas
who works as A.S.M. J1anughato At that i.imo the bride's
father's gave some gifts in kind ancl Rs. 2001 in cash.

Bhupati Ranjan Das.
HAJ1API1ASi\D Sf 1/\STrn GAVf:SHAN'\ KENDRA

SHASTRI VILL!\. I'JAIH/\TI. 734165
WEST BENGAL, INDIA.
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