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Women 4 the  Uzban I n d u s t r i a  

Labour ' force i n  I s d i g  

Looking a t  t h e  macro p ic tu re  of Ind ia ' s  labour  f o r c e  a s  i t  

has evolved over t h e  present  century, i t  cannot eacapo not ice  t h a t  

female p a r t i c i p a t i o n  r a t e  i n  t h e  country as a whole has gone down. 

It c'an be seen  from Table I t h a t  even when one allows f o r  a l l  the 

biaeee and e r r o r e  i n  the recording of '  female work pa r t i c ipa t ion ,  

the t r e a d  ha8 been downwarde. 

Table I Female Work ParticinsfLon Rates f o r  

Census Years. 1901 t o  1971 

7- . - 
Fercentage of . Percehtage of 
Working Women t o .  Working Wompn t o  

Year t o t a l  population t o t a l  population 
of Women of a l l  of Women i n  the  

- -- - - -. 

Note: The concept o f  working f o r c e  has v&ied from Census t o  
Census. Thus comparabili ty of p a r t i c i p a t i o n  rates is 
l imited.  I n  p a r t i c u l a r  while f o r  t h e  1961 Censua, the 
concept was s t r e t ched  t o  one extreme, i n  t h e  following 
Census f o r  1971 was made severe ly  r e s t r i c t e d .  Thus i t  
has been estimated t h a t  i f  t h e  1971 Census had no t  s o  
d r a s t i c a l l y  departed from t h e  1961 Census, women i n  t he  
working fo rce  would have been 71 mill ion i n s t e a d  of only 
31 mill ion. 

Census of  India ,  1.901 -1 971 . 
Asok Mitra: I n a i a m s  Population - Aspects of Q a l i t y  
and Control, Abhinav Publicat ions,  New Delhf, 1975, p.439. 



O f  the severa l  f a c t o r s  behind t h e  dec l ine  i n  women' a 'work 

pa r t i c ipa t ion  r a t e s  from Cenaus period t o  Ceneue period, a major 

f a c t o r  s e e m  t o  have been tbe decl ine of many t r ad i t iona l  indust-  

r i e s  and se rv ices  i n  which women were involved. A s  a r e s u l t ,  

several  women were forced e i t h e r  &omiAetely out  of work o r  f n t o  

agr icu l ture .  ~ h u s .  i n  t h e e - r u r a l  Bector, while t h e  category of 

ag r i cu l tu ra l  labourers  has  accounted - fo r  an increasixg proport i  on 

of the women left i n  t h e  labour  force ,  the.-manufacturing and serv ices  
.- . . 

aeotors  have been showing a draa t i c  decl ine.  I n  the  urban sec to r ,  

however, a inc e ag r i cu l tu re  offered '  .only l imi ted  scope f o r  employment, 

thoee thrown out  of t r a d i  t i o n a l  employments 6at1 general1 y l i t t l e  
.-. .. a 

choFce but t o  B t ay  a t  home, whatever be the  econdmic compulaf one. 

Between 1901 and 1971, t h e  percentage o f  t o t a l  fem'ale 

population l i v i n g  i n  urban a reas  increased ae  pa r t ,  no dou?.t,, of the 
I 

ovgra l l  +rend towards increas ing  urbanisat ion.  Table I1 gives  the  

growth i n  urban p o p h a t i o n  f o r  the period 1901 -1 971 . It i e  w.ell ... . 

known that . - . in  t h e  nil'alcurban migration t o  the c i t i e s  of Ind ia  the re  

was a male accent.   his' probably w& the main reason f o r  t h e  falling 

urban sex  r a t i o .  S t i l l ,  as can be seen from t h e s t a b l e  t h e  population 

of women i n  urban I n d i a  more than quadrupled in 70 years. 

According t o  the  1 971 Census, work pa r t i c ipa t ion  by1 urban 

women f o x  the country B8 a whoie stood a t  an a l l  time low o f  6.6$. 
I. 

The norreeponding rate f o r  rufal women was. 13.1 %. Thia low r a t e  of 
4 

urban women's work pa r t i c ipa t ion ,  of oourse, was a r r ived  i t  according 

t o  the very  s t r i c t  d e f i n i t i o n  of a worker used by the  1971 Censub 

which excluded no t .  only all t h e  unpaid he lpers  but even those working 



Table 11 Growth i n  Urbag o 

Total  Urban Urban Population Women as 
Year population . as percentage t o  percentage Urban 

i n  mil l ions t o t a l  population of t o t a l  a ex 
pcpul at ion r a t i o  

Source: Census of f ndia, 1 901 t o  1 971 , 

women whose main a c t i v i t y  wae not  entered as economically productive 

work. The r e s u l t  seems t o  have been t h a t  women who were pr inoipa l ly  

housewives but  d i d  a t  t h e  same time, some economically productive 

work, p a r t i c u l a r l y  as helpers  go t  a l toge the r  excluded from t h e  1971 

count o f  w o r k e r g  E a r l i e r  according t o  the  1961 Ceneua, when all 

such working women,, i .e., part-time workere and unpaid he lpers  a r e  

believed t o  have been c l a s s i f i e d  as workers, t he  urban women's work 

pa r t i c ipa t ion  r a t e  waa found t o  be I 1  .I$. But t h e  l a t t e r  work par t i -  

c ipa t ion  r a t e  f o r  urban women was almost one t h i r d  o f  tha t  f o r  r u r a l  

women. Clearly,  tb6 urban s e t t i n g  i n  India cannot be s a i d  t o  have 

been p a r t i c u l a r l y  conducive t o  women' a work part i  cipation. To put 

i t  eomewhat d i f f e ren t ly ,  work opportuni t ies  are much more r e s t r i c t e d  



f o r  urban than r u r a l  women i n  India .  

How a r e  urban women d i s t r i b u t e d  over t h e  var ious  o c c u p a t i h a l  

categories .  It can be seen from Table I11 t h a t  i n  I n d i a ' s  urban 

s e c t o r  a l i t t l e  'over 75% of t h e  working women are  c u r r e n t l y  concen'trated 

i n  t h e  occupational groups othez than those r e l a t e d  t o  agr icu l ture .  

S t i l l  the  proportion of urban working women engaged i n  the primary 

s e c t o r  is  twice as l a r g e  a s  the  proport i  on of urban worldng men, 

While a l i t t l e  over one ~ u a r t e r  of the  urban working women 

a r e  engaged i n  t h e  secondary s e c t o r  comprising of mininq, manufacturing 

and conctmct lnn ,  about one ha l f  a r e  @ngaged i n  the  Tertictry o r  Services 

sector .  

I n  Ir.Lia, manufactv.riq= i s  subsidivided - into household induat r ies  

and induetr io;  ?rgar.iaed on a l a r g e r  soale.  Though tha bas i c  unit of 

o r g a n i ~ s t i m  f o r  a household indus t ry  ie general ly  the  household, i t  

does n o t  meaq t h a t  nan-farrily members a r e  no t  employed i n  such uni t s .  

While hard ly  m e  out  of every six urban men e n g e e d  i n  .manufacturing 

worka f o r  a hoiisahold indus t ry ,  a t  l e a s t  two out of every f i m  urban 

women engagei! i n  manufacturing work f o r  a household industry.  So the  

coneiderably g r e a t s  depe rbnce  of urban working women on the household 

i n d u s t r i e s  fa2 employmezlt should be obviousr But t o  view t h e  d i s t inc t ion  

between hous&old and non-3ousehold i n d u s t r i e s  i n  terms of only the scale  

o r  u n i t  of organisat ion would b e ' t o  miss t h e  real s ign i f i cance  of th i e  

d i s t i n c t i o n .  Eousehold indue t r i e s  a r e  r e l a t ive ly -  very low paying and 
3-n Very ' trq co&itiol;$ and w i t h  v i  o l a t e  absence f 

involve ha* work f o r  ong hnura amenities.  ?t?%~i: %is context tRat 

the  f a c t  t h a t  while  t h e r e  ?re  less" than 12 women t o  every 100 men i n  the  



Table I1 I Oc'cu~at ional  Dis t r i b u t i o p  of Urban Workers 1 971 

Oc cupa ti onal group 

Number of women 
workers to  every 

Women 1 00 working men 

Total  worker a 

1 , Cul t iva tors  
2. Agricul tura l  labourers  
3. Livestock, f o r e s t r y ,  

. f ishing and p lanta t iona  

PRIMARY SECTOR ( 1 +2+3 ) I 1  .6 23.7 

.4. Mining and Quarrying 
5. Manufacturing 

(a )  ~ o u s e h o l d  indua t ry  
(b) Other than household 

indus t ry  
6. 'Construction 

SECONDARY SECTOR (4+5+6) 33.4 26.8 

7. Trade and Commerce 
8. Transport, Storage and 

Communtcations 
9. Other se rv ices  

- - 

TERTIARY SECTOR ( 7+8+9) 

Source: Census o f  India ,  1971. 



engaged t o  every 100 men . . is , significant. Only in @CIA tml Lhur 

i s  the represen.tation of women in the Labour force l&hr tluil 5.c 

h o ~ e h o l d  industries. No less  significant it is  to note tb~l; !.Lile 

total employment' in the new orrganised, capitel intensive industries 

f ncreased 17 times betweon 1 9  1 and 1561 and the lions share ( $ 5 3  of 

the increased employment went to men. Stvzral of the ole%, uno~pniaed, 

labour intendire induatri& auff ered serious declines, with tho b&t 

of. Such de&e in Ompldymmt falling m- women. Processing of f ood~n ins ,  

f o r  instance, which employed as rh;tiG as 810,COO w e n  in  1517, era  

second largest employer of women after imdloon weaving, '  cod6 . only . 

&ploy 286,000 women in 1961 although in the sane period male m$oyment 

-b the Beme udus t rg  registend an increase frca 67,000 t o  3&,000. 

The result &s that while in 1511 there were as mny as  1208 women t o  . . . . 
m e w  100 m a  working i n  this industrg, i n  lS6l only 83 were theie to 

every 1 00 working ma. Wdently changss in tns  t e c 1 ~ 1 0 l o ~  of food 

processing work@ against the e m p ~ ~ e n t  of women. 

In the services sector the urban working women ere concentzcted 

in t Other servicesf , a category"whi& inclnc!.es not only adudnistm-tive 

services *kt a l s o  sanitary and domeetic. services. Ehployment in domestii6 

services w h e n  Mmen exceed .men, is  known to be k e c & e ,  tie h o w  

of 'work, are long and wake is paltry. Also the involvement of pmng 

Ohildren, p k t i c u l a r l y  girls, i d  quite a common thing. . 
2/ 



While there a r e  l e s s  than 12 women t o  every 100 men enzaged in 

work i n  the c i t ies ,  the incidence of unemployment 'among urban wolIrh7 

women i s  much higher than among urban workiw nm. For every 100 

men seeking work there were acconling t o  the 1971 Census, 62.5 wonen 

seeking work. A more recent survey, has shown thzt t h o x h  the q l o y -  

ment situation worsened f o r  both urban men and women ebetween 19'72-73 

and 19'77-78, working woma have be& the worse sufferers. 4 l  

ht 0: an estimated number of some 72 million urban working women 

i n  1971, a s  many ae  2.9 million a r e  accounted f o r  by such 'act ivi t ies,  

each p.rovi.ding ornployment opportunities' f o r  over 100,000 wgmen. Table IV 

below ranks such ac t iv i t i es  in order of the size of female labour force. 

it i s  i n  the backdrop of the above review of the ovemll  situation . .. 

of urban women workers tha t  I present the isnights I have gathered f mm 

micro level  case studies of two uiban working women, both engaged i n  the 

secordary sector, one in manufactwing and the other in construction. 

These women are from the State of Kerala, a &ate with per capita income 

close t o  the  all-India average but with employment in the secondary sector 

Y 
s ingif iarntly above the country average. However, a major part of 

. Kerala ' s . employment . i n  t h e  sec+ndary sector i s  accounted f o r  by i t s  . 

traditiokl. industries such as coir, and cashew processing and brick 

' and t 5 i e  mnnufacturing which uee old, labour intensive technologies. 2( 

**Vhile for India a,a a whole, i .em, including both lnral and urban s ectors , 
wr.20 per cent of the working force is employed in the secondary sector, 
the carrespmding percentage f o r  Kerala i s  17.50. ' Both the figures are 
f o r .  1971, based on the Census of that  year. 



Industry 

Biw manufacture 

Waving and fkshlngof eotforr 
text;ilss. on b d b o m  (other thq 
khadi ) 

R e t a i l  trade -in vegetables, fruit, 
meat, fish, poultry and gracerg atores 

wcart pUllers;riclrsbar pullers, 
porters and coplies ' 

Construction cc t iv i  ti ea 

services, dqsning. and 
dyeing plants 

Total 2,942 

I Source :- --.See K. CS Seal, kmen, in the fabur Force in k d h  : A Eazc~o- 
Level StakMiical. ProfUe. Chapte'r 2. Women in the Indian 
Labour Fome, A s i a n  Eh@.oy&sut..Rn gnume, TBl, p.61. 



CASE STUDY : 7- 

Brick making f a l l s i n t o  the category of mnufacturing other +ui.m 

household industry. S t i l l  it i s  an industry vhora the s t a t e  of the art 

i s  very old i n  practically a l l  i t s  operations f r o m  kneading the clay, 

moulding it into bricks, carrying and. stacking them i n  the kilns to  firing 

the kilns. Only Ln the transports tion of baked/burnt bricks i s  there 

any evidpce of the use of modem technology i n  the fodh .of diesel- 

powered truck s. 

According t o  one estimate, there are some 120,OCO persons engaged 

i n  brick making i n  Kerala State alone. 4/ ' There are  other o f f ic ia l  

estimates which p h c e  the figures at 50,000 f o r  both tile a s  well as 

brSck making. Going by the l a t t e r  figure, the number of persons 

engaged i n  brick making alone would be not more than 30,000. A traditional 

brick making unit i n  ICera3.a usually employs l e s s  than twenty workers a t  
' *  

a time and doos not use any electr ici ty.  

The majority of kilns i s  located on the outskirts of towns because 

that i s  where baked bricks are largely i n  demand f o r  d e  i n  constructibn, 

While a typical k i l n  is located on a roadside so +ht it i s  easi ly appna- 

chable by trucks, the kneading of clay and moulding of bricks take phce  / 

in a' surrounding paddy f i e ld  , 

-- 
*It therefore does not fall under the category of a factory and escapes 
a l l  the requirements impbsd under the Factory Act with respect t o  wofiing 
conditions. 



The b e c k  industrg uses f a d e  labour quite intensively. On an 

average, there are three women workers t o  every d e  worker employed 

by a kiln. But wowa wolkors are assign2 the most unskilled of e l l  

jobs, that  is, of head-load transporting of either kneaded clay or b15cks. 

The elcilled and s d - L W l l e d  jobs i n  the lnd&xy an, the plaseme of 

men oay.  

Jayamma, a woman working for  a brick kiln on the outskirts of 

Trivandrum, the capital of Kerala State, i s  a lmos t  fifty years old. 

She l ives  in d squatter settlement within &ing distance of the kiln 

she works for. Her hus'band, a retired boatplan, and tuo unmrxiod 

children, one son and one daughter, live with her. 

Jayanma has been working f o r  brick kilns fmm the tender age of 

eight years. kQIges i n  the brick industry are paid according to the 

number of bricks or  the loads of clay that are transported. Very often, 

therefore, mot21era take these young daughters along with .them to give 

them a hand with transporting. J a p m  was an orphan child brought up 

by her mthert s ~ i s t e r  &o too was a brick worker. 91e started goobig 

fa work w i t h  her aunt and has taken all her children, both sons and 

daughteris, &as soon M they were old &ugh t o  transport bricks on 

their heads.' 

&yam. ,bean working f o r  almost forty years now, altbgether 

fo r  the brick k.&lns. She goes to work early i n  the mbming. The work 

site keeps &m@g but not the brick kiln unlees one is fired f b m  

the job. Jayarmaa~ s work s i t e  i s  whem the clay. is  knmded and the bridks 



a re  moulded and dried. Ja3ramma and ot!ler women wozking: with her fo r  

the have t;o trarrsport sun-dried bricks la, b. 

As part of her equipanent a women b15ck worker cam5es her own 

wooden plank, two fee t  by eight inches. The plank i s  used as a base on 

which the bricks can be placed. &.uses a piece of old cloth, propefly 

twisted in to  a sort  of round coil, t o  serve as a cuehion on the head of 

f o r  the plank. An adult woxmn canles 20 bricks a t  a time. Ehch. brick 

weigk0 appmrdraatdy one kilogram. &em wonan has t o  stack the  brick^ 

on hem head by herself and then carry them t o  the kiln which m y  be between 

ten and 20 ninutes walk. The main brunt of the weight f a l l s  on her neck. 

One can sprain one' s neck or  injure one' a f cet i f  one loses balance. And 

still these k n  vlrtmlly run holding the bricks with one hand and 

using the other M for  balancing themselvee. Wen they reach the kiln, 

every women must miload the bricks by herself two a t  a time, one with 

each hand. Usually, there is  a man waiting a t  the k i l n  to receive and 

Jayaarm +mapor t s  bbtweem 500 ard 700 sun-dried bricks i n  a day, 

the actml number depending upon the distance to. be covered. The wages 

she gets i s  detelmined on the basis of the number of bricks and the 

distance over which she transports thsm. h x h g  Im, she made between 

In brick makiag there is  a very rigid compartmentalisation of 

work on the baeis of aex. b n ,  a a  b t e d  already, a m  wed exclusively 

f o r  the unskilled job of car& headloads. If they are not c a w  

brlcka they a re  oaqdxq clay. Thsy do not have access to any of the 



to any school nor hme any of h m  bix children, W e s  bogs ant? Bhme 3i.i-1s. 



nearly illitarcl.te. , Lacause 02 low wages ~.nd irro,..uJI-r income of hor 

boe.tm husband, Jayanma felt compelled to take.  her c:?ildren t o  the 

br-icli k i ln  t o  c a r t  briclcs so t l u t  t h y  coulc thus aupplasnt her earnings. 

Jay-ts g M  daughtsr did go t o  school f o r  three years bsfore alle 

started wing with her mother to tile kiln. Pe-pa, J&-! s other 
I .  

grand childresn w i l l  also  do some s&aoUng, but it i s  also likely a t  

they too w i l l  2x02 out after three o r  four p x r a  to join t he i r  muoLhdrs 

i n  work. 

Jayamma' s daughte~s are a v w  th3;;solvas bettsr of k i i  access 

t o  medical f ac i l i t i e s .  U e  Jayr.mna, her daughters an6 daughters-ini 

law hzve been going t o  hosp i -Us  for t he i r  Laliveries and two out of 

t.hree women have even taken t o  fanily plannix. 3 e n  the two who lmvs not 

yet takear t o  f d y  p- do not w:i.& t o  have large families altlxxgh 

tiey are aware tha t  the c l ~ d r e n  woul& start supplementing 2he family 

jjlcolde pret ty ~ a r l y  in tneir  lives. The. explanation is s i q L o  : we do 

t h a r  number, the bet ter  it i e .  

she can earn haa remained pitifully low,  so *tihat E$P has alwap the 
of 

temptation fa enlist her c h i l d m  fmm an early ajf~/smm or sight in 

helpiag her w i t h  work. 



Will the -introduction of modern technology i n  brick' d e  

things brighter fo r  Jayammaand the li3c.o~ of her? Thoroare already 

quite a f e w  small sized me$mni.zed d t o  in Kerala which manufacture 

wire-cut bricks. Those bricks Inve several advantages such as . .. -.-. 7 , 
levelled surface and greater load bearinz strength. l ~ ~ c h  more &L . .L 

units ulsing inport& machinery can a t  a very much larger a x l e .  

The problem, howevar, i s  th t they cut down employment. An average 

sized t r ad i thnn l  brick kiln producing 750,000 bricks n year ernplop 

16 persons, 12 women and four men fo'r 280 days i n  a year. A smll-sizec! 

mechaniaod unit which can produce twice a s  many brrlcks employs a t .  the 

most 20 persons, of whom only six are  women. Thus by replacing; traditional 
* 

with mechanized unit; of &ill size ovcrall  employment i s  reduced by 37.5 

per cent and woment s em?loyment by 75 pr cent. %U1, tho S ~ a t e '  s-h"aft . 

Five Year Plan, 1978-83, envisaged tho establishment of 80 small-sized 

mecf.lanized units and a few large-scale units, f o r  the manufacture of 

wire-cut bricks. The l a t t e r  a r e  to  be s e t  up w i t h  imported machinery 

and foreign collaboration. 

Consequent on the p h e n o m d  upsurge in building ac t iv i ty  in Kerala, 

the demand fo r  burnt bricks has been increasing vory fas t .  &ce the  

technology of '  t radi t ional  brick ki lns  i s  simple and involves virtuslly 

no expense on plant and equipment, expansion of capacity to meet increa- 

sed demand fo r  bricks should pose l i t t l e  problem. h the other hand, since 

the increased d d  f o r  bricks i s  said to  have a decided preference f o r  

wire cut  bricks, a case is  incraasingly being made, and t o  good effect, 

f o r  the mnufacture of only such bricks. This would noan set t ing up 

new mechanised units f.or the purpose. But any major movement bwar2s 



a. change i n  t h o  toclmlogy of brick makins coule seriously jeopn?ise 

not only the pmspu t s  of genenting additional employment but also 

much of the &stk employment which brick induotrg currmtly 

provides. As k s  happmed practically a l l  along in the  past, whenovor 

any particular industry h a  dergom ' techn~lo~iical  change, a a  

consequential changes in emplagmant .have aff &ed women m e t  advmely. 

A Wonan construction wor1;sr 

Deva ld ,  a. forty five year old woman construction worker squats on 

tbe slopes of a steep h i l l  on a five cent (1W cents d acre pie'ce) 

of land on t h o  outskirts of T f i d r u m  city. Sho is living i n  a palm 

leaf thatched hut with her three children, a son a& tiio daughters. 

&e eepanited fmn her husband, wim also was a constmtion worker, 

wme t en  years back. Sa ehe is the y inc ipa l  bread winner of the house. 

Iier eighteen p a r  old son and fourteen ycar 016 datghter have been 

both w i t h d m  from achool. The teenage daughter ie. virtually the 

homekeeper w h i l e  tile son t r i e s  to do his b i t  for th6 fancily whenwer 

h9 get6 work. Dovcjd i 9  happy tk.t she bas a gmwn up san who can 

a s m e  the leadershi? of hor hous&old. 



% a f s - h a n d b o r n  weavers. Xsr p- ~311~x4 v ;rl.-. 

reaeonebly w U  oPf owniq a s  L a y  d i b  some +. - -amhiba  B .a 

Shop t o  s d l  handwom mater ia l ,  &e..pm up in a sub r.iis+,rict wil ich  k d  

a concentration of weavars . k W  wuevor f-08 fmm 

improva the quirllty of ma*. Devakifs paimnts, L i k e  s w o r d .  o t h r  

f aralliss, had t o  a v o  up weaviq as ths kvldloom industry laq*shgd, 

akjUed3d.bhrl.P from the hmdloom sector had been away intc unski- 

l l a d  jobs in smr& of l ivdihood.  Tha exodus was pmbably at its p a k  

duiing the years between the .&nld 'Jars but it parsistod f o r  some yoam 

after tha WorX ?Jar 11: Devrtkit s bmthoi was t h a  f i r s t  to  start work- 

ing a s  a labouror a t  vadous construction s i tes .  Aftsr some 'Lime, 

Davaki wae l ~ a r r l e d  off t o  a construction troi*l:er her bmther came t o  

kncw in tho course of his work. Gtlthin yoare she too sAtartod going out 

t o  work to th construction sits, !3er first job WBB a t  a dam s i t e ,  

where hor job was px5ncipally t o  traneport on her head granite sbnes 

of various sizes over short  6istance8. 

Over the La& twenty-fiva yeare o r  so t h t - D o ~ a k i  has been walking 

for the canstiuction inclustry sh3 has wo&d f o r  a wide var ie ty  of cons%ru- 

ctions. Tizs industry generally mvws a wide s p c c t m  of construction, 

from residential budl6inp t o  roads, railway bridgos, bns and il'f-igetion 

canals. Since constnxction s i tos  kz?p cimgirq f r o m  the. to time, 



warJcera alsa M a  b be on tlw move. Tkt i s  how Devaki m o d  ta Tn- 

vandrum, a c i t y a r o u ~ ~ i ~ 1 3 i C h a ~ d e a l o f J g n s t z w ? t i m a e t i ~ t y h a a  . 

been t a n s  place. 

iJcrk, on any construction site, can ba d i ~ d e d  in to  skilled work 

a& unskilled work: I R U e  skilled work requires &me previous tnxiniq,  

e i ther  in a f o r : a  school or  on job, f o r  msk%ad work one needs 

strength a~ phydcal etamina. kt any one t h ,  the proportion of the 

skilled anci u n a U e d  workere diffsrs f x b m  s i t e  -b s i t e  depending hr& 

upon tho stage of construction. D u . z  the initial awes when constnr- 

ction work just starts, all s i t e s  ceLU for a great d e a l  of earth worJr, 

then UllBkilled banda are employed i n  large munben . A t  l a t e r  stages, the 

r a t io  of ek.Uled t o  unekilled workers staUises a t  one skilled wo?4:er 

to Wea u ~ & J l e d  workers. W t e  a fw of the mailled wozkcrs tend to 

The NaLional. Camisxion on Iabour ( ~ $ 6 5 )  had noted cl-rly. .fl'lat 

ufiike other industries where woman were employed in ed-s ! : i l l ed  and 

eometimes even in skilled jobs, women workers in conatmction industry 

had no aocess to e W l e d  jobs. The tasks assigned to women a re  of c a r p  

ing earth, Btones, mortar o r  b f i c k ~ ,  and drawing and f etchln,7 water. 

Job &.try 

Though work f OY women in the construetion indwtry is particularly 

etrenugrs and not pa r t i cu l a r lywd l  paid, entry into €he job on any s i t e  

i e  nqt = m e .  Information about work opportunitie,qi~ alwags obtained '. . 
throu~fh personal networks. M a s t  Mistries have a f &r w&ko~& "attached 

. . 

t o  them. They may be e i ther  r&tivss o r  people from t l l e  aamo caate 



nal hands. Personal talationsbips w i t h  the  Mistri count here a grdat 

d d .  Sametimes 

i f  there is  need 

vazioue personal 

however, people am. $ird ,on the WO*. s i t e  i t se l f  

f o r  a munber larger than can be collects2 thmugh 

networks. Also, &are a r s  certain known s t ree t  corners 

There is  always a chance that a Flistrl or  a Contractarts agont w i l l  

come by 10- f o r  additional hands. Once the need f o r  thir  eer- 

vices a re  w e r  o r  the tanpo of ac t iv i ty  drops, *e workars i n  excess 

ge t  fired. Wi le  a building contmcfor may t r y  to keep a 'core group 

of skilled workers mi-, he does not feel any such oUgatian bwards 

mddlled workers. Eetueen zmle ah f m o  band a, the axe ususlly 

falls f i r s t  on Lha latter. Of course, one18 personal contact with the 

M i s t ~ j  ie always a great help in how long one can hold on to  one1 s job 

but the se~c f r tdar  cenei- operates against noat womn. 

Dewald. gots infarnation about work possibi l i t ies  through her own 

network of neighbours and friends. Varj often the &arJ. . she hos 

lately beem worldng f o r  sends word asking h3r fa go a a p r t i cu l i i r  

work s i t e .  The caste group to  which Pevaki b e l o w  is of help ae 

many other construction woxkers including most biistries a re  f mn 

-this very caate, 

v a l e  while f mrn s i t e  to 8ite. Illso, constmction, being very 

largaly an open alr activity, does not o f fe r  tho aame 'number of clap 

of work all mund the par.' D&ng monao&a, the work activity gets 

frequently interrupted. Then thmo are occasions whan because of .the 



J. . P a m a , q e  of mm. 
one i s  oak& to diabnt inue working. The bast peiiod. fo2 woA, d.30 

hardest Fn a sense, io between DecemLer t o  May, when b u i l d i q  activity 

i s  a t  its peak, thou& the weather, part icularly the hwt, c m  be quitc 

oppressive. Thanks to the spurt in construction ac t iv i ty  ovsr tha 

-past four to five -8 mnsequent on the sizeable inflotr of 2y.mittances 

t o  ICsrala State f r o m  recent migrants t o  the  W countries, it is *possi- 

ble f o r  wornon t o  get work i n  construction fo r  26@ days in a yeal*. 

Srlior,  it was difficult.  to get work f o r  nore than 160 days in a year. 

k~king f o r  the construction industry is  mgaxted a source of. low 

status to women. This i a  not boceuse of the lxrd work involve? nor 

becaus.~ it offers no mope of inprovinz one' s position vextically. 

i'hat seeras .to .zive working f o r  con~ctxu&ion a baC mri i s  ';lx~ relation- 

ship be: .  3cn -mn m d  wonen. '&man depend on men i n  i;ho industry f o r  

job er~';ry, f o r  ~keady employment and even f o r  job support. So there 

i s  alwajrs r o o m  f o r  tihe develop.Ol:l of extra-marital. in t imcies .  A t  

l ea s t ,  t h ~ e  i s  always mom f o r  gosgip on t h i s  score. Al& a ce&& 

amcunt of crude wale b&viour towai*~ wonen worJting alongsfde men 

soma ta h.ve becone the accepted t h j  on conetruction s i b s .  This . 

i s  thc. reason wl .q  husbands a r e  not q e c t o d  t o  ba amund w h e r e  w'ives 

a m  workir~.;;. :?he hus'imxis tend t o  pick up quarral on m t t e r s  o r  issues 

which wo3mi thorn elvce would rather ignore. + 

4 h  some other mrts of Mia, hwover, it i s  c o m n  f o r  husband rJld 
w i f e  to work & corn-i;mction e s a team. In fact, a s t d y  of construc- 
t ion worke;s i n  DeUli slaowd that often the wife ,is pr red to  accept F a lowor  mgu t o  bo able t o  work eloqs5de her husband. Dvic7ent3,y, 
tho h u b l  s presence asdu'es better  mils behaviour in and a m d  
Del hi. 



%adload carrying i s  the principal f male  job in conoti-uction. 

Eut depC.ndin2 upm t ho  stago of construction, dirfzerzt thiqs lava to 

bo carried f r o m  time to tino. C k u q d r q  of p n i t o  stones is n3cesmry 

when f owdation i s  being laid or whm retaining walls are being .built.  

This i s  poscibu thc nost hatarduous of k s ? s  because ths  danger of zett- 

i n s  hurt, and that too quite seliously, is quite great. 

D m  hcr self has been involved in m jor accidents twice 

y a r s .  h e  of those took $.ace when she was carrying a stone. 

in rocat 

The other 

took placc when BBO fai&ed, on s i t e  out of sheer oxhaustian after a day 

of qqwesSive hwt when sho had b o a  car*% burnt bricks for  a whale 

day over an unoven terrain. The type of torm5.n makes quite a difference 

i n  the pmnener a of jobs t o  acddonts, 

Whatever t lc  q.mrrds and divisions bet.:reen workers, accihnts 

bring than to;;other. A l l  workors, rcgpx!lcss of s k i l l  a& sex, f lock 

together to  .help. Dcvaki does not rs& ih lmr marnory, T n  one 

construction s i b  wkme f i r s t  a i c ?  Mt was r3dily available, On both 

tho above mentioned occasions her co-workers baediately moved her to a 

nearby hospital. 

All works;-8 got .paid a t  the m d  of thb day. - h e n  workma have 

t o  cloan and wash a3l the work* equipment l ika  the s tee l  basins, spades, 

trottals an6 other gadcets used by the masons and other workera and put 

-brim away i n  a safe place. V e r y  of tan, finished par t  of the build- 

ing i s  also swept by women before they ,:o home. . Generally, wonen s-. 

aside in a wup; separate f r o m  men t o  collect their  wag9s. Practically, 

all woz1:ers have tg givo ti- Efistrl a smaU cut f m m  their wage. 



The d a y  wake mto during 1578 was eight n q e z s  f o r  vonon an6 

ten fumes f o r  mean i n  jobs. It lad gone up t b  twelve lrrpees 

forumen ard f i f toen q e e o  f o r  the mcu? by the end of 1C,80. ;&en 

Devaki start& working fo r  constructicn some twenty 'five ymrs h&, 

the money wage was two rupees fo r  women and three f o r  men. Since then 

the  pfi;cos:bctvc increused several-fold. Botwoern 1955 and 1930 the 

consumer pxice index has registered a r ise  of L@O per c a t .  Thue in 

real tenns the wage rate havo r i s e n  very ma-ly. The diff e r a t i a t i o n  

in wa,ge rates, based on sex, was always thc~c, but - b e  relative clifferen- 

. t i a l  can be m i d  t o  be somewhat 1oi.rer now than it was twenty-five years 

back. 

With ,improvements ir. the quantum of work available i n  the indwtry 

(from less  thzn 130 days to 260 d a y  i n  a ycar ) and reduction in  wage 

6ifferentTeil, tho e r n i n 2 3  of the womn workers can b~ said t o  have changed 

for  the botter, though v e r j  marginally. However the same cannot be said 

yet  with respect t o  thei r  scope f o r  vert ical  impmvcment. 16nless a women 

wolkor has the same chance as men t o  iqrovo her position them is  

little prospact of hor impmvlng hsr  work sh tus .  

%me Gmcral Observations 

PUliqs togethor tho =in stmnds of thought5n the paper, it would 

appaar tht work opportunities i n  M.ia sem to  have consicl cmbly narrowed 

down fo r  women over .the l ae t  saventy pars .  Urbrt.risation itself soems t o  

have been an important cause of the trond. So the few women who continue 

to be in the urban labour force a r e  there very largely because they bust 



work to eke out a mininamr of livelihood. These women are concentrated 

i n  the secondary and . tert iary sectors doing mostly unakilled -an2 .low paid 

jobs in the unorganised sectors of the economy. hro out of m e w  three 

urban workhg women are occupied in the sector. 

From our micm level observations of women workers, it would eppear 

that  women take t o  work bocause of the irregular nature of work &t 

thei r  um are involved i n  and the lor? incomes they make, By taking to 

work, these women f e d  they can both minimize the number of days either 

of them i a  without work and also eupplenent the family' e income. Both 

our women brick and construction workers took t o  work as young c h i l d m  

supplementinp; the incomes of their  parents who also were in casual wage 

labour. Our construction worker cams f mrn a family of artisans forced 

in to  unskilled wage labour w i t h  the decline of tho hadloam industry. 

Our brick worker was an orphan child who started going out to work a t  the 

age af seven o r  eight t o  pay her keep. 

A s  regards the kind of wodc opportunities open t o  urban women 

working in  the unorganised sector, v e q  'oft& tho choice i s  made fo r  

them i n  the sense that they go f o r  the type of wozk their  &wnte or  

relatives are involved in. Job entry is  possibly the least difficult  

i n  such work. Whatever the occupation they ~ g o t t o s n b o r ,  their wo* 

tb picture is  necessarily very different fo r  men, particularly for  men 

i n  unskilled jobs, a s  f o r  example in construction but the difference 

arises because while women are  altogether restricted t o  unskilled work 

f o r  all their  working; lives, men have some pmspect of vertical mobility. 



In brick making, however, while women alone do the unskilled job of 

head .load transportation of sun dried bricks, semi-skilled and sWad 

jobs are  reserved f o r  men only, 

a g e  discrixtination between men and women arises not only from 

the manner . of . sex typing.of jobs ref erred t o  above, but also fmn; -en 

differentiation. For example, i n  construction , women have continued 

t o  be paid a t  .rates lower then men 3n.unskilled jobs, though the diffe- 

retntbl wage payments now is about 208 as against 33 per cent ,&I& 20-25 

With work which, i s  .physically exhauslAng and which still Cliff ers 

. l w  - .pa d l i t t l e  scope for impmvem'ent throughout her life,; i s  it 

ahrg:wonder that t;he working women1 s own norm should be not 'to work? 

This noxm, if  she cannot 'really achieve i n  her om life, she t k  to 

so6 'If a t  loast her daughters achieve it. &men try t o  imprdve the l o t  

of thoi r  daughters by arranging their  mrrraiage t o  men vlth'stetidy, better 

wid jobs. Then these girls may not n o d  to  work. Not for nothing has 

the practice of dwry crept into even the h m u e s t  of households. Mur 

eating girls, Le. ,  putting them through some' years of schooling does 

not seem to offer an altolnative viable *ute to the eort of impmmmnt 

the working mothers at  least  of the type I have stukied; a m  looking. for. 

Given the riom they have evolved of not working, this should be underatan- 

dable. A t  the same time, it should not be difficult  t o  see how the nonn 

becomes more and more remote in the process. My brick wodcerls dawhters 

never went t o  school and are now working as brlck workers. Though my 

constmction worker' s toenage bughter h d  a few yeerrs of schooling, 
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she hae for yoars naw b6em f- occupiad in lmusohold dmros. 

U, a8 ia most likely, s b  a d s  up mrrying an unskilled worker, aho 

too, l ike her own motlmr, m y  .one day bo forced. to taka up unskilled 
. . I 

work. The norm of not woxking will then mmin dintqnt y d  elwivo. 

IedLa Q&iti, Occupational M8tribution of Working Women, Economic 
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T J ,  hbannavar, Q.mngoe in Ehonomlc Activities of U s  and 
Folmalea in m a ,  1511-lW, I&noamphs India, No.2 of 195,  p.354. 
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