;/""‘_LU:";,\\“‘
AEOTRN AN
CENTRE FOF. DEVELOPMENT SI[:DIES '(/.,,f;k 7 % A
Jar 4 \ [ s
\ @%7?;
. y G"

Working Paper lic,127

WOMEY IN THE UKBAN INDUSTRIAL LABOUR FORCE
IN INDIA

Lecla Gulati

68847

Centre for Deveolopment Studics
Trivandrum 65 011
India

May 1681

/_-‘Pc-.per presented at the UNESCO Conference on Desearch on the Stotus
cf Women, Development and Populztion Tronds;Eveluation and Prospucts -
UNESCO, Paris 25-25 November, 1¢8¢7



¥omen jin the Urban Industrial

Labour force in India

Leela Gulati

Looking at the macro picture of India's labour force as it
has evolved over the present century, it cannot escape notice that
female participation rate in the country as a whole has gone down.
It éan be seen f;om Table I that even when one allows for all the
biases and errors in the recording of female work participation.

the trend has been downwards,

Table I Female Work Participation Rateg for
Census Years, 1901 to 1971

Fercentage of - Percentage of
Working Women to - Working Women to
- Year total population total population

of Women of all of Women in the _
ages age group tg'to 59

1901 31.70 53.60

1911 33.73 56,13

1921 32.67 54.96

1931 27.63 46,23

1951 23.30 41.19

1961 - 27.96 51.74

1971 11.87 22.91

Note: The concept of working force has varied from Census to
Census. Thus comparability of participation rates is
limited. In particular while for the 1961 Census, the
concept was stretched to one extreme, in the following
Census for 1971 was made severely restricted. Thus it
has been estimated that if the 1971 Census had not so-
drastically departed from the 1961 Census, women in the
working force would have been 71 million instead of only
21 million.

Source: (1) Census of India, 1901-1971.
(2) Asok Mitra: India's Population - Aspects of Quality
and Control, Abhinav Publications, New Delhi, 1975, p.439.



Of the several factors behind the decline in women's work
participation rates from Census period to Census period, a major
factor seems to have been the decline of many traditional indust-
ries and services in which women wereé involved. 4&s a result,
several women were forced either completely ocut of work or into
agriculture. Thﬁé, in the rural sector, while the category of
agricultural labourers has accounted for an increasing proportion
of the women left iﬁ the labour force, the -manufacturing and services
aeotéis have been showing a drastic decline. In the urban sector,
however, since agriculture offered 6n1y limited scope for employment,
those thrown out of traditional employments had gensrally little

choice but to stay at home, whatever be the economic compulsions,

Between 1901 and 1971, the percentage of total female
population livinglin urban areas increased as part, no dou't, of the
ovgfallhtrend towards increasing urbani;ation. Table II gives the
growth in urban pop&iation for the period 1901-1971. It is well
known that in the ;uialpurﬁan migration to the cities of India there
was a male accent. This probably-wés the main re;aon for the falling
urben sex ratio. Still, as can be aeeh.ffom the' table the population
of women in urban India more than quadrupled in 70 yeﬁrs.

According to the 1971 Census, work participation by'urban
women for the country as a whqie stood at an all time low of §.6%.
The corresponding rate for rural women ;35-13.1%. This low rate of
urban women's work perticipation, of ooursé: was arrived 4t according

to the very strict definition of a worker used by the 1971 Censusas

which excluded not.only all the unpaid helpers but even those working



Table II Growth ip Urban Population, 1901-1971
Total Urban Urban Population Women as
Year population as percentage to percentage Urban
in millions total population of total sex

pcpulation ratio

1901 25.852 10.83 47,64 910
1911 25.942 10.29 46.58 872
1921 28.086 11.18 45.83 846
1931 33.456 12.00 45.59 836
1941 44.153 13.86 45.39 831
1951 62,444 17.30 46.24 860
1961 78.937 17,98 45.80 845
1971 108.787 19.91 46.21 859

Source: Census of India, 1901 to 1971.
women whose main activity was not entered as economically productive
work. The result seems to hgve been that women who were principally
housewives but did at the same time, some economically productive
work, particularly as helpers got altogether excludgd from the 1971
count of workers;/ Barlier according to the 1961 Census, when all
such working women, i.e,, part-time workers and unpaid helpers are
believed to have been classified as workers, the urban womén's work
participation rate was found to be 11.1%4, But the latter work parti~
cipation rate for urban women was almost one third of that for rural
women, Clearly, the urban setting in India cannot be said t;'have

been particularly conducive to women's work participation. To put

it somewhat differently, work opportunities are much more restricted



for urban than rural women in India,

How are urban women distributed over the various occupatioénal
categories, It can be seen from Table III that in India's urban
sector a little over 75% of the working women are currently concentrated
in the occupational groups other than those related to agriculture.
Still the proportion of urban working women engaged in the primary

sector is twice as large as the proportion of urban working men,

While a little over one nuarter of the urban working women
are engaged in the secondary sector comprising of mining, manufactﬁring
and conctructirn, about one half are engaged in the Tertiary or Services

sector.

In Irlia, manufacturing is subsidivided into household industries
and industrice ~rgarized on a larger scale. Though the basic unif of
organisgﬁion for a household industry is generally the household, it
does not mean that non-fanily members are not employed in such units,
While hardly ~ne out of every six urban men engaged in manufacturing
works for a holsshold industry, at least two out of every five urban
women engaged in manufacturing work for a household industry. So the
considerably greater deperience df urban working women on.the household
industries f§r employment should be obvious, But to view the distinction
between househcld and non-household industries in terms of only the scale
or unit of organisation would be to miss the real significénce of thie
distinctiqp. Eousehold industries are relatively very low paying and
involve hard watk Fom§comitions and vith virgually cotplote absence 9it

the fact that while there 2re less than 12 women to every 100 men in the



Table III Qccupationg] Distribution of Urban Workers, 1971

Number of women
workers to every

Occupational group Men Women 100 working men
Total workers 100 100 11.6
1. Cultivators 5.2 4,2 9.3
2. Agricultural labourers 4,7 17.5 43.7
3. Livestock, forestry,
. fishing and plantations 1.7 2.0 13.3
PRIMARY SECTOR (1+2+3) 11.6 23,7
4, Mining and Quarrying 1.6 1.0
5. Manufacturing
(a) Household industry 4.4 10.0 26.4
(b) Other than household
industry 23.9 12.9 6.2
6. Construction - 345 2.9 9.4
SECONDARY SECTOR (4-5+6) 33.4 26.8
7. Trade and Commerce 21.4 8.2 4,5
8. Transport, Storage and
Communications 11.5 3.2 3.5
9. Othqr services 23.2 38,1
TERTIARY SECTOR (7+8+9) 5641 49.5
Source: Census of India, 197t.
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urban working force, in household industries more than 25 women are
engaged to every 100 men is significant. Only in agriculiural l.tour
is the represmt;ation of women in the luboﬁr force lﬂéhdr than in
household industries. No less significant it is to note trut iile
total employment in the new organised, capitel intensive industrics
increased 17 times between 1511 and 1561 and the lions share (S67) of
the increased employment went to men. Several of the old, unorgonised,
labour intensive industries suffered serious declines, with the brunt
of. such decline in employment fa.'L'L:.ng on women. Processing of foodgrains,
for insil',ance, which employed as mény as 816,000 women in 1617, the
second largest gmployer of women after handloom weaviﬁg,' cowld iny
émbloy 286,000 women in 1961 althm'xgh in the same period_ma;e eﬁp}oyment
4n the same ifﬂustry registered an increase frcm 67,000 to 344,000.

The result was that while in- 1611 there ware aé many as 1208 women to
evefy 100 men working in this indus‘t:.:s.', in 1¢61 only 83 were theie to
every 100 yorking-men,g‘/ Mdmtiy changes in the technolozy of food

- processing worked against the employment of women,

In the services sector the urban working women ere concenircted
in !'Other services', a category whichk includes not only administmtive
“services "But- also sanitary and domestic éervices. Bnployment in domestié
services where women exceed men, is known to be insecure, while hours
of ‘work are long and wage is paltry. 4Also the involvement of yox;;ng.

children, particularly girls, is quite a common tm.nga/



While there are leas than 12 women to every 100 men engaged in
work in the cities, the incidence of unemployment among urban working
women is much higher than among urban working nmen. For every 100

men seeking work there were according to the 1671 Census, 62,5 women
!

seeking work, A more recent survey, has shown that though the employ-
ment situation worsened for both urban men and women ebetween 1972-73

and 1977-78, working women have been the worse_suffergrs.é/

Out of an estimated number of some 72 million urban working women
in 1971, as many as 2,5 million are accounted for by such activities,
each providing employment 6pportunities’ for over 100,000 women. Table IV

below ranks such activities. in order of the size of female labour force.

It is in the backdrop of the above review of the overall situation
of urban women workers that I present the isnights I have gathered from
micro level case studies of two usban working women, both engaged in the
secondary sector, one in mamufacturing and the other in construction.
These women are from the Staf.e of Kerala, é state with per capita income
close to the all-India average but with employment in the secondary sector
singificantly above the comti‘y average.® However, a major part of
Kerala's employment in the.secondary sector is accounted for by its
traditional industries such as coir, and cashew processing and brick

"and tile manufacturing which use old, labour intensive technologies.ﬁ/

¥dhile for India as a whole, i.e., including both mral and urban sectors,

wr,20 per cent of the working force is employed in the secondary sector,
the corresponding percentage for Kerala is 17,50. Both the figures are
for 1971, based on the Census of that year.



Industry

lQumbér
(in thousands)
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/

© .. Bucational services rendered.by

nonstechnical colleges, schiools,
universities.and othex institutions

Domestic services .and other persaonal
services

Modical and health services
Bidi manufacture

Weaving and fn:hishing- of ecotton
textiles on bandloom (other than
khadi )

Retail trade <n vegetables, fruit,
meat, fish, poultry and grocery stores

Sanitary.services

Handcart pullers, rickshew pullers,
porters and coolies '

Construction cctivities

faundry services, cleaning. and
dyeing plants

837

2R
265

248

214

139

122

121

105

Total 2,942

Source:- --See K,C.:
-Llevel Statistical Profile. Chapter 2.

=

]

Seal, Women in the Iabour Force in India: A Macro-

Women in the Indian

labour Force, Agian Employment..Bn gramme, 1981, p.61,



CASE STWDY : I

& Jomen in Brick Making

Brick making falls into the category of manufacturing other than
household industry. Still it is an industry where the state of the art
ig very old in practically all its operations from kneading the clay,
moulding it into bricks, carrying and stacking them in the kilns to firing
the kilns. Only in the transportation of baked/burnt bricks is there
any evidence of the use of modern technology in the forh of diesel-

powered trucks.

According to one estimate, there are some 120,000 persons engaged
in brick making in Kerals State alone.g' There are other official
estimates which place the figures at 50,000 for both tile as well as
brick making.Z/ Going by the latter figure, the number of persons
engaged in brick meking alone would be rnot more than 30,000. A traditional

brick making unit in Kerala usually employs less than twenty workers at

T
a time and does not use any electricity.

The ma jority of kilns is located on the outskirts of towns because
that is where baked briéks are largely in demand for use in construction.
While a typical kiln is located on a roadside so that it is easily approa=-
chable by trucks, the kneading of clay and moulding of bricks take place -

in a surrounding paddy field,

#It therefore does not fall under the category of a factory and escapes
all the resuirements imposed under the Factory Act with respect to working
corditions,
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The brick industry uses female labour quite intensively. On an
average, there are three women workers to evéry male worker employed
by a kiln. But women workers are assigned the most unskilled of all
jobs, that is, of head-load transporting of either kneaded clay or bricks.
The askilled and semi-skilled jobs in thelndustry are the preserve of

men only.

Jayamma, a woman working for a brick kiln on the outskirts of
Trivandrum, the capital of Kerala State, is almost fifty years old.
She lives in # squatter ‘settlement within walking distance of the kiln
she works for. Her husband, a retired boatman, and tWo unmarriod

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

Jayamma has been working 'for brick kilns from the tender age of
eight years. Wages in the brick industry are paid according to the
number of bricks or the loads of clay th.at are transported. Very often,
therefore, mothers take these young daughters along with them to give

them a hand with transporting., Jayamma was an orphan child brought up
by her mother's sister who too was a brick worker. She started going

to work with her aunt and has taken all her children, both sons and
daughters, ‘as soon ae they were old enough to transport bricks on

their heads.’

Jayamma. has been working for almost forty years now, altogether
for the brick kilns, _ She goes to work early in the moming. The work
site keeps.cha.nging but nof the brick kiln unless one is fired firom
the job. Jayamma's work site is where the clay is kneaded and the bricks
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are moulded and dried, Jayamma and other women working with her for

the kKiln have to transport sun-dried bricks to the kiln,

As part of her equipment a women brick worker carries her own

wooden plank, two feet by eight inches. The plank is used as a base on
which the bricks -can be placed. She uses a piece of old cloth, properly
twisted into a sort of round coil, to serve as a cushion on the head of
for the plank. An adult woman carries 20 bricks at a time. Fach brick
weigh8 approximately one kilogram. Every woman has to stack the bricks
on her head by herself and then carry them to the kiln which may be between
ten and 20 minutes walk. The main brunt of the weight falls on her neck.
One can sprain one's neck or injure one's feet if one loses balance. And
still these women virtwally run holding the bricks with one hand and |
using the other hand for balaaning theméelves. When they reach the kiln,
every women must unload the bricks by herself two at a time, one with
each hand. Usually, there is a man waiting at the kiln to receive and
- stack bricks.

Jayamma ‘transports between 500 and 700 sun-dried bricks in a day,
the actual number depending upon the distance to be covered. The wages
she gets is determined on the basis of the number of bricks and the
distance over which she transports them. During 1978, she made between

five and six rupees ($=Rs.8 approximately) every day that she worked.

In brick mking there is a very rigid compartmentalisation of
work on the basis of sex. Women, as noted already, are used exclusively
for the unskilled job of carz.;ying headloads. If they are not carrying

bricks they are carrying clay. They do not have access to any of the
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other jobse in this dindustry such.as kneading, woulding, stack:.ng and '
The miniznun Caily wage thit o man mecde in brick making was nine
rupees in 1678, This was ‘the x.cage' for kneading the clay. All otier
jobs carried ¢ hizhe: wage, Jayamma's two married sons have graduated
to the level of.sl--.illed workers, making ten rupees a cay wiidich is almost
twice as much as Jayamma and her three cCaugiters, who too woik Por the

brick kilns make.

Jaya:ma lins been Going tile same job for the lest forty years. The
cay she wae strong snouch to carry tuenty bricks on her head, she hac

reached the ceiling in her career.

Not only is the cdaily wage made by tiz woman brick ‘wor?:.’ar.signifi--
cantly lower than the wage a -mwmle brick worzler makes, but also it is
lower than wiat a women agricultural laboursi malss, nemely eisht rupces.
Agricultural lebourers in Lerala State.are unionised and Viuds has annbled |
them to keen rzasonably abreast of tne inflation. Also, thous: wenren .
agricultuial Ebou; ers (;o;c a waze lower thz:n uen, the (iffsrential nen
enjoy is of jgsx’; 25,’3.' Cf course, tnose wo:!l'inz for brick Iilns !l vec onhe
distinet advantage over sgricultural labourere in tnat brick woil-is el

work much mora regularly than ogriculiural laboursrs.

Thouzh Jeyeuma and her family have lived in the immediate neizhbourw
nood of tm city of Trivandrua, theyr have mude virtually no .use of tae
educcticnal focilitiés available in the city. Jayamma herself never went

to any school nor have any of her 5ix children, thres boys and thres zirls.
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She was.illiterata.and 6o-are hur three daughters and tiree sons, Only
one of her sons has monaged to 1eal and writas a 1it-':.:|.'e but even he is
nearly illitsrote. Lecause oi' low wages ~nd irregul.r income of her
boatnan husband, Jayamma felt compelled to take her children to the
brick Xln to cart bricks so thut they coﬁc‘a tlus supplewusnt her earnings.
So thare was no gquestion sver of sending hor ehildren to school. Bub
Jayamma' s granc caughter did go to school for three years before she
started going with her mother to tihe kiln, Perhaps, Jayﬁ'ﬁ;na‘s other
graﬁd cxdldren will al.so do some sciooling, but it is also likely that
they teoo will drop out after three or four ycars to join their o thaTs
in work,

Jayamma's daughteis are availing thauselves Lettsr of the access
to medicel facilities. Unlike Jay-tma, her cdaughters anu daughtera-in~
law have been goin.g to hospitals for their celiveries anc two out of
three women have even taken to family planning. ven tha two who have not
yet taken to family planning éo not wish to hzve large families although.
they are aware that the children wowld start sup-plementing dhe family
incoue pretty carly in their lives. The. expianation is simple: we do
not want ou: chiléren to lead the same typ» of life, Therefore, the less

- tueir muwber, tae better it is.

Judging by Jayamma's life, all these past forty years there can be
little argument tuot the womem brick worker's life is a hard, hard grind.
Work she does is not only arduous but also hazardous. Still, the wage

she can earn has remained pitifully low, so that ghe has always the
: of
temptation to enlist her children from an early ajg/seven or sight in

helping hexr with work.
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Will the introduction of moGern technology in brick making make
things brighter for Jayamma and the likes of her? There are already
quite a few small sized mechanized units in Kerales which manulfacture
wire-cut bricks, These bricks have several advantages such as -- """ 3°,
levelled surface and greater load bearing strength. Much more mode .
units using imported machinery can produce at a very much larger scale.
The problem, however, is that they cut down employment., 4n avarage
sized traditional brick kiln producing 750,000 bricks a year employs
16 persons, 12 women and four men for 280 days in a yéa}‘. A small-sized
mechanized unit which can produce twice as many bricks employs at the
most 20 persons, of whom only six are women. Thus by replacing traditional
with Imecha;qized units of small size overall empl;)yment is reduced by 37.5
per cent and women's employment by 75 per cent. 3till, the Stete!'s Draft ‘
Five Year Plan, 1976-83, envisaged the ostoblishment of 80 small-sized
mechanized units and a few large-scale units, for the manufa;:ture of
wire-cut bricks. The latter are to be set up with imported machinery

and foreign collaborxation.

Consequent on the phenomenal upsurge in building activity in Kerala,
the demand for burnt bricks has been increasing very fast. Since the
technology of traditional brick kilns is simple and involves virtwally
no expensse on nlant and equipment, expansion of capacity to meet increa-
sed demand for bricks should pose little problem, On the other hand, since
the increased demarx'il for bricks is said to have a decided preference for
wire cut bricks, a case is increasingly being made, and to good effect,
for the manufacture of only such bricks. This would mean setting up

new mechanised units for the purpose. But any major movement towarcs
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a change in tho technology of brick makinz could seriously jeopardise
not only the prosvects of generating additional employment but also
mch of the existinz employment which brick meaking industry currently
provides. As hzs hoppened practically all along in the past, whenevor
any particular industry has uncergone technolozical changs, the
consequential changes in employment have affected women most advorsely.

Brick making is unlikely to be any diffarent.
CASE STUDY : IT
A Wor nstruction worker

Devaki, o forty {five year old woman construction worker squats on
the slopes of a s‘oeep. hill on a five cent (100 cents =1 acre piece)
of land on tihe outakirts of Trivanérum city. She is living in a palm |
leaf thatched hut with her three children, a son and two caughters.
She separated from her husband, wio also was a construction worker,
some ten years back. So she is the onrincipal bread winner.of the house.
ller ecighteen yzar old son and fourteen yocar old dauyshter have been
both withdrawn from school. The teenage daughter is virtually the
housekesper while tie son trizs to do his bit for the family whenever
he gets work, Devaki is happy th.t she has a grewn up son who can

assume the leadership of har housahold,
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Dovalky comes-from p family of-handloom weavers, ler neranta w.r-
reagonably well off owning as t.sy diG some land,.a. lpom,-and-alsc I -swall
shop to sell handwoven matgri&l. &he .grew up in & sub district widca had
a concentmtion of weavers, Severanl woaver familiocs from
the neighbouring state of Tamil Nadu wera encouraged, at one timo in the
past, by-the local governmemb-to-migrate to tbis sub district to halp
improve the quality of weaving., Deveki's parents, like saovaral othor
families, had to give up weaving as ths handloom industry lanzuishad,
unable to compete with cheap mill-made cloth. Only in the late 1650s
did the Govermment!s measures/ to limit the gz"owth of the mill.-sector-and-
subsidise the handloom §e_qt.or, have some_favourable impact. Till then, |
skilled lahkour from the handloom sector haé been moving away inic unslui-
1lod jobs in search of livelihood. Tho exodus was probably at its noal:
duting the years between the »orldé Wars but it persisted for some yocars
after the World War II.,  Deveki's brotihe. was the first to start work-
ing as a labourer at various construction sites. Aftar some ‘oirﬁe',

Davaki was married off to a construction worker her bfother cane to
know in the course of his work. Within ysars she too started going out
to work to the construction site, lYer first job was at a dam site,
vhere har job was principally to transport on her head granite siones

of various gizes over short cistances.

Over the last twenty-five years or so that Devaki has been working
for the const:.uction industry sha has worked for a wide variety of constru-
ctlons. Ths industry generally covars a wide spectrum of construction,
from resid.ential builéings to reads, railway bridges, dems and irrigation

canals, &ince construction sites ke»p changin; from time to time,
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workers also have to be on the move. That is how Devaki moved to Tri-
vandrum, a city around wlich a good deal of «onstructien activity has
been taking place.

Work, on any construetion site, can bas divided into skilled work
and unskilled work. ihile skilled work requires some previous draining,
either in a formal school or on job, for unskilled work one needs
strength and physical stamina. At any one time, the preportion of the
skilled and unagkilled workers differs from site to site depending largely
upon the stage of construction. During the initial stages when construe
etion work just starts, all sites call for & great deal of earth work,
then unskilled hands are employad in large numbers. At later stages, the
ratio of skilled to unskilled workers statdlises at one skilled worker
to three unskilled workers. Quite a fow of the unsilled workers temd to

be women.,

The Nationnl Commisaion on Iabour (16 ) had noted clearly that
unlike other industries where women were employed in semiesi-illed and
sometimes even in skilled jobs, women workers in construction industry
had no.aocess to skilled jobs. The tasks assigned to women are of CarTy-

ing earth, stones, mortar or bricks, and drawing and¢ fetching water.

Job Entry

Though work foir women in the construstion industry is particularly
strenugus and not particularly well paid, entry into the job on any site
is not WMimple., Information about work opportunitie‘\é\is always obtained
through personnl networks. Most }«{i.stries have a few ‘Qéi“l'{er‘S"hﬁtached” |

to them. They may be either relatives or people from the same caste



18

or village. A Mistri sends word areund whewver he Tequires additio-
nal hands, Personal telationships with the Mistri count here a girdat
deal. Sometimes however, people are hired ,on the work site itself

if there is need for a number larger than can be collected through
various personal nctworks, 4#lso, thore ars certain Jnown street comers
thre men and women in search of work congregate in the morning.
There is alvays a chance that a Mistri or a Contractor's agant will
come by looking for additional hands. Once the need for tiaeir ser-
vices are over or the tempo of activity drops, the workers in excess
get fired, Mhile a building contractor may try to keep a core group
of skilled workers going, he does not feel any such obligation towards
vnskilled workers. Between male and female hands, the axe usually
falls first on the latter, Of course, one's personal contact with the
Mistry is always a great help in hév: long one can hold on to one's job

but the sex factor generally eperates against most women.,

Devaki gots information about work possibilities through her own
network of neighbours and fricnds. Vory often tie Mistry . she has
lately been working for sends word aslking hor to go o a particular
work gite. The caste group to which Devaki belongs 1is of help as
many other construction workers including most Mistrics are from

‘this very caste.

Devaki has become used @ going wiithout work for short intor-
vals while nbv:i.ng from site to site. Also, construction, being very
largely an open air activ;i.ty, does not offer. the same number of days
of work all round the year. During monsoons, the work activity gets

frequently interrupted. Then thero ale occasions whan because of the
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raboxiage of cementox~other-bullding nalerial wodkgels jajerrupted.ant
one is asked to diséontinue.working. The best pe:iod fosr wouk, also
hardest in a sense, is between Decemler to May, when building activity
is at its peal, though the wea.t.her, particularly the hsat, con be quite
oppressive. Thanks to the spurt in construction activity over the
pest four to five yea:rs consequent on the sizeable inflow of remittances
to Kurala State from recent migrants to the Gulf countries, it is possi-
ble for women to get work in construction for 260 days in a year.

Tarlier, it was difficult. to get work for nmore than 160 days in a year.

lioking for the construction industry is regarded a source of low
status ‘o women. This is not bocause of the herd work involved nor
becaus- it offers no ecope of improving one's position vertically.
What seems to yive working for construction a bad nere is the relation-
ship Lol. 3¢~ ™»n and women., Women depend on men in the industry for
Job eniry, for cteady employment and even for job support. So there
is always room for thg develop.s@: of extra-marital intimzcies. At
lcast, there is alwavs room for gossip on this score. Also a certain
amcunt of crude umalc behaviour towaids women working alongside men
soan3 to ».ve become the accepted tiing on construction sites. This
is the reason wlhy husbands are not expected to bz around where wives
are working  the husbands tend to pick up quarrel on matters or issues

which women themselves would rather ignore,#

*In some other parts of India, however, it is common for husband and
wife to work in construction as a team, In fact, a stuly of construc-
tion worke.s in Delhi showed that often the wife is pr?ared to accept
a lower wage to be able to work elongside heXr husband,: Evicently,
the husband's presence assures better male behaviour in and arownd

Delhi.
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ileadload carrying is the principal feamale job in construetion,
But depending upon the stage of construction, diff:rent thing;s have to
be carried from time to timo, GCarrying of granite stones is nzcessary
when foundation is being laid or whun retaining wells are being built.,
This is poscibly the most hazarduous of tasks because the canger of gett-

ing hurt, and that too quite seriously, is quite great.

Devaki her self has been involved in ma jor accicents twice in recant
years., One of thcse took place when she was carrying a stone. The other
took place when snhe fainted on site. out of siicer exhaustion after a day
of oppressive heat when she had been carrying burnt brieks for a whole
day over an wneven terrain., The type of terrain makes quite a difference

in the proneness of jobs to aceidents,

Whatever tiie quarrcls and divisions bet/een workers, accidents
bring them to _ether. ALl workers, rcggrdless of skill and sex, flock
together to.help. Devaki coes not rseszll in her momory, oven one
construction sitve where first aid kit was readily available, On both
the above mentioned occasions her co=workers immediately moved her to a

nearby hospital.

All workeis get paid at the e1d of the day., women workars have
to clean and wash all the working equipment like the steel basins, spades,
trowels and other gad;ets used by the masons and other workers and put
tnem away in a safe place. Very often, the finished part of the build-
ing is also swept Ly women befors thsy 7o home, Generally, wonen stand
‘aside in a group, Separate from men to collect their wages. Practically,

all woilkers have to give the Mistri a small cut fiom their wage.
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The daily wate rato during 1978 was eight rupees for women and
ten rupees for men in wekillod 'jobs. It had gone up to twelve rupees
for wemen and fiftoen rupees for the mun by the end of 1¢80. ¥#hen
Devaki started working for constructicn somne twenty five ycars back,
the money wage was two rupees for women and three for men, Since_then
tha ptq‘,-coa--ha‘vo increased several-~fold. Between 1655 and 1980 the
consumer price index has registered a rise of 400 per cent. Thus in
real terms the wage rate have risen very marginally. The differmtiation
in wage rates, based on sex, was.always the.e, but the relative differen-
-tiel can be said to be somewhat lower now than it was twenty-five years

back,

With improvements in the quantum of work aveilable in the industry
(from iess than 130 days to 260 days in a yecar) and reduction in wage
aifferential, the earnin-s of the women workers can be said to have changed
for the better, though very marginally. However the same carmot be said
yet with respect to their scope for vertical improvement. Unless a women
wolker has the same chance as men to improve her position there is

little prospact of her improving hor work st.tus.

Some General Observations

Pulling together the rain strands of thgughtin the paper, it would
appear that work opportunities in Indis seem to have considerably narrowed
down for women over the last soventy yoars. Urbanisation itself seems to
have been an important cause of the trend. So the few women who continue

to be in the urban labour force are there very largely because they must
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work to eke out a minimum of livelihood. Thecse women cre concentrated
in the secondary and tertiary sectors doing mostly unskilled and low paid
jobs in the unorganised sectors of the cconomy. Two out of every three

urban working women are occupied in the sector.

From our micro level observations of women workers, it would eppear
that women take to work because of the irregular nature of work that
théir men are involved in and the low incomes they make. By taking to
work, these women feel they can both minimize the number of days either
of them is without work and also supplement the family's income. Both
our women brick and construction workers took to work as young children
supplementing the incomes of their parents who also were in casual wage
labour. Our construction worker came from a family of artisans forced
into unskilled wage labour with the decline of the hardloom industry.

Our brick worker was an orphan child who started going out to u'rork at the

age of seven or eight to pay her keep.

As rega:ﬁs the kind of work opportunities open to urban women
working in the unorganised sector, very ‘oftén the choice is made for
them in the sense that they go for the type of work their .parents or
relatives are involved in. Job entry is possibly the least difficult
in such work. Whatever the occupation they maragotto.enbor, their work
is generally wnskilled, low paying and physicaliy exhausting. Not that
the picture is necessarily very different for men, particularly for men
in uwnskilled jobs, as for example in comstruction but the difference
arises because while yomm'are altogether r?strici;ed to unskilled work

for all their working lives, men have some pm.spect of vertical mobility.
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In brick meking, however, while women alone do the unskilled job of
head load transportation of sun dried bricks, semi-skilled and skillad

jobs are reserved for men only,

Wage discrimination between men and women arises not only from

~ the manner of sex typing of jobs referred to above, but also from onen
diffefentiation. For example, in construction, women have ¢ontinued

to be paid at rates lower than men in. unskilied jobs, though the diffe~
rential wage payments now is about 20% as against 33 per cent some 20-25

years ago.

With work which is physically exhausting and which still c¢offers
1o vagag gnd little scope for improvement thfoughoub her life, is J:.t
any wonder that the working women's own norm should be not to work?
This norm, if she cannot really achieve in her own life, she tries to
see if at ieast her daughters achieve it. Women try to improve the lot
of their daughters by arranging their marraiage to men with steady, better
paid jc;bs. Then these girls may not need to work. Not for nothing has
the practice of dowry crept into even the humtlest of households. Hiu~
cating gn.rls s i.e., putting them through some years of schooling does
not seem to offer an altemative viable route to the sort of improvement
the working mothers at least of the type I have stulied; are looking for.
Given the riorm they have evolved of not wox‘ld.ng , this s'hould be understan~
dable., At the same time, it should not be difficult to see how the nom
becomes more and more remote in the process. My brick worker!'s daughters
never went to school and are now working as brick workers. Though my

construction worker's teenage davghter had a few years of schooling,
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she has for some years now been fully occupicd in household chores.

Ir,

as is most 1iké1y, she ands up marrying an unskilled worker, she

too, like hor own mother, may one day be forced -to take up umskilled

'Wc;rk. The norm of not working will then remrin distant and elusive.
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