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Executive Summary
Gender, Caste and Growth Assessment India
High rates of growth have characterised developments in the Indian economy over the
last few years, with a growth rate of over 9 per cent in 2005-6 and 2006-7 surpassing
all expectations (Economic Survey, 2006-7). This has however also led to some
genuine concerns about the inclusiveness of the growth process, especially on account
of the near stagnation of the agricultural sector. Reports of farmer suicides from
different parts of the country have raised questions about the neglect of the rural
sector, still home to over 60 per cent of the Indian population, and its exclusion from
growth. The Approach Paper to the 11th Plan highlights this concern, drawing
attention to both the rural-urban divide and the gender divide as critical barriers to
growth (2006: 3).

Research is slowly pointing out how women neither share in nor are able to contribute
to growth equally (Seguino 2000). This has led to a “new equity agenda” which
shows that inequalities based on a number of background variables such as parental
education, ethnicity, caste and gender are major obstacles to long-term equitable
development (World Bank 2006, UNDP 2005b, UN 2005). Further, it is also believed
that these inequalities (across the spectrum of women’s lives in economic, political,
social and cultural spheres) must be addressed if poverty is to be eliminated (DFID
2000). There is hence growing recognition that gender inequality not only hampers
pro-poor growth but hinders economic growth in general both in the short and longterm (Birdsall and Londono 1997; Deininger & Olinto 2000).

This in fact has made the MDG Task Force on Gender Equality identify three key
domains requiring urgent attention: a) the ‘capabilities’ domain referring to basic
human abilities as measured through education, health and nutrition; b) the ‘access to
resources and opportunities’ domain that includes access to economic assets (land,
property, infrastructure) and resources (income and employment) as well as political
opportunity; and c) the ‘security’ domain that seeks to reduce vulnerability to
violence and conflict (Birdsall et al. 2004).
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In India, while disadvantage is multi-faceted, caste and gender are recognised as two
key indicators of social stratification. Women and members of lower caste groups
experience a range of inequalities: in health and nutrition, education, wages,
occupation and ownership, control and access to assets and resources. Low
entitlements, social barriers and discrimination combine to dampen capabilities and
hinder market possibilities. As a result, these groups suffer disproportionate rates of
poverty - a situation that is passed on from generation to generation despite gender
and caste-based affirmative action by formal institutions (Mehta & Shah 2003). In
this Gender Caste and Growth Assessment, we have attempted to analyse the links
between gender inequality and growth; and caste and growth in India; but also
examine how the membership of different social groupings interlock to deepen
disadvantage and reinforce the detrimental impact on shared economic outcomes.

People are seen to participate in the growth process mainly through engagement in
the labour force – an analysis of labour force participation by gender, social grouping
and location has therefore been at the core of this assessment. Interestingly, in India,
labour force participation rates have been virtually stagnant over the last two decades
– a case of ‘jobless growth’. Other pathways for shared growth are thus also explored,
principal among them being education, followed by the distribution of assets and
access to physical and social infrastructure, fertility decline, female work burdens that
restrict their supply response and female autonomy and decision-making.

In the next sections, key findings of the GCGA are summarised and broad directions
for policy suggested.

Key Research Findings in a Nutshell
This GCGA for India is primarily based on new research, carried out for its purpose,
using a variety of all-India large-scale datasets and in-depth primary research for two
states, West Bengal and Uttar Pradesh. Key research findings are listed here first and
then expounded in the sections that follow, which also spell out policy implications.
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Women and lower castes excluded from the high-growth sectors
•

Growth started accelerating since the early 1980s, with GDP per capita growth
greatly outstripping GDP growth, thanks in good part to a reduction in
fertility, which in turn may be largely attributed to female empowerment.

•

The faster a sector grows, the less likely it is that women and marginalised
social groups participate in it; women from marginalised groups are doubly
disadvantaged in this respect.

•

The relative absence of women from fast-growing sectors is related to their
need to balance productive and reproductive responsibilities, the prohibitive
requirements of high-productivity jobs, and the inadequate implementation of
equal-opportunity legislation (of which there is plenty); all these factors are
compounded for women from Scheduled Castes (SCs) and Scheduled Tribes
(STs).

•

Strongly gendered informal institutions constrain women from realising their
legal entitlements, the more so when they are from marginalised social groups,
and ultimately explain why women seek security in the realm of the familial,
rather than the public.

Female education and investments are crucial for growth
•

There is evidence for a persistent, but generally declining, gender gap in
education, both in urban and in rural areas, but with a much larger gap in rural
areas, and considerable variation across states – surprisingly, the gender gap is
larger for lower levels of education, suggesting that school dropouts is an even
more serious concern for boys than for girls.

•

However, for SCs and STs school dropouts for girls is for a variety of reasons
a much more serious concern.

•

Differential labour force participation rates (LFPRs) between men and women
predict to a significant degree intra-household gender inequality in educational
achievements, with upper-caste Hindus and SCs having more, Muslims and
Others less, and STs about the amount of inequality that their female LFPRs
predict.

•

Returns to schooling in terms of household income growth are higher for girls
than for boys at all levels of education, which helps explain a sizable part of
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the growth difference between North and South India, although not that
between social groups.

Promoting female employment can be good for growth but requires complementary
policy
•

There are stark differences between urban and rural, male and female, and (for
women only) social groups’ LFPRs, which have not changed during India’s
modern growth period – female LFPRs remain extremely low by international
standards.

•

Contrary to earlier literature, we do not find evidence for a U-shaped
relationship between female LFPRs and income; we do find one for education.

•

Female unemployment has risen during India’s modern growth period, the
more so for urban women; when they are employed, they are much more
likely to be salaried employees than rural women.

•

There is a substantial gender wage gap in urban and even more in rural areas.
In rural areas this gap has been stagnant, in urban areas it has declined, which
is largely due to rising female wages at the bottom rungs of the labour market.

•

Consistent with the wage gap evidence, we find that male employment
contributes more to household income growth than female employment. Only
if barriers to female labour force participation (including labour market
discrimination) are removed will promoting female employment have the
disproportionately large growth effects that have been associated with it in the
literature.

Rigidifying gender division of labour adversely affects growth
•

A broader shift in labour relations, reinforced by the poor work environment
for women, is responsible for a rigidifying gender division of labour, which
mutes the female supply response and thereby adversely affects growth.

•

Women’s reproductive work, in particular, continues to account for the time
constraint faced by women, as well as affecting their labour productivity
directly through a number of channels.
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Fertility decline enhances per capita growth
•

Fertility declined at the national level and faster in urban areas, for the upper
castes (classes), for those with higher education and in the Southern states,
mainly because of an increase in female literacy and improved access to health
services. SCs and STs continue to be at a disadvantage.

Access to assets and finances supports growth
•

Substantial productivity gains derive from the control over landed assets and
money, which continues to elude women, SC/ST women in particular.

•

Indicators of female autonomy have worsened for SC women and improved
for other women, with OBC (other backward castes) women continuing to do
worst.

•

Participation of women in local government has increased, with interesting
pro-growth implications for the nature of local government public investment.

Links between caste, gender and growth are not linear
•

Gender and caste disparities have improved during India’s modern growth
period but are tapering off as growth is accelerating. Combined with inter-state
variability this clearly shows that growth is not sufficient for ensuring equality
outcomes.

Women and Lower Castes Excluded from the High Growth Sectors
Growth in India is not new, it started accelerating since the early 1980s. GDP per
capita growth has however been more pronounced in the last decade, 4.3 per cent per
year between 1995 and 2004 (Figure ES.1), a threefold increase in the annual rate of
growth India was accustomed to. This compares to an increase in annual GDP growth
from 4 to about 6 per cent, an increase by 1.5 times. The favourable difference
between the increase in GDP per capita growth and the increase in GDP growth is due
to a slowing down of population growth. This suggests that female empowerment
may have contributed to growth in recent years through reducing fertility.
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Figure ES.1 GDP per Capita Growth, 1965-2005
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Years

Source: authors’ calculations using data from Development Data Group, World Bank, World Development
Indicators, Various Issues.
Note: Figures are in real terms based on local constant price data.

Since 1990, the services sector has contributed more to GDP growth than industry.
For 1980-2004, agriculture contributed 18%, industry 36% and services 46% to
overall GDP growth. The data suggests however that the faster a sector grows, the
lower is female participation in that sector (women make up about 35% of the
workforce in agriculture, 25% in industry, and less than 20% in services); the lower is
the participation of SCs and STs; and within SCs and STs, women are less likely to
participate in faster-growing sectors.

The lack of a definite relationship between growth and women’s participation, indeed
even an exclusion, raises the need to better understand the gender implications of the
growth process – the nature of jobs available to women, the conditions of work, as
well as the need to balance productive and reproductive responsibilities. Over 95% of
women workers are engaged in informal employment characterised by low wages,
absence of secure contracts, worker benefits or any form of social protection. High
productivity often demands long hours of work, as well as irregular hours of work.
Despite the prevalence of a plethora of Acts and Policies to ensure minimum
remuneration as well as equal benefits, these are hardly implemented. Women then
are confronted with major trade-offs in terms of participation in growth and the
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potential benefits from this and investment in the maintenance and social reproduction
of their households. A similar situation is faced by SCs and STs.

A whole host of social norms, rules and routines appear to constrain women, and the
lower caste groups, from realising their legal entitlements, pervading as they do not
just community and local processes, but also state and economic ones. These informal
institutions, strongly gendered, cover a gamut of human interaction from the most
private sphere of sexuality to the public arenas of economic and political life, whether
in terms of access to property and other productive resources, divisions of labour or
political participation. They are however not fixed and do change in response to the
external context, as visible in the regional variations across India itself. Finally, they
are not always negative, but do offer women opportunities to exercise their agency
and gain social status. Faced with insecure employment opportunities and declining
real wages, it should be no surprise that women seek security in the realm of the
familial, rather than the public.

Policy Implications
•

Develop a better understanding of the working conditions and requirements
of the high growth sectors of the economy to enable the provision of
additional support to women and lower caste groups to overcome the
barriers and participate in these sectors. These include the provision of child
care, minimum wages and other employment benefits that can ensure
women an asset base for fall-back in the future.

•

Understanding the interactions between the formal and informal institutions
in order to build on complementary and accommodating institutions and
support those that can substitute for a lack of formal provision.
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Female education and investments in human capital are crucial for
growth
Education possibly emerges as the key driver of growth. Moreover, in a situation
where past male educational achievements exceed those of women, marginal returns
to schooling for women tend to exceed those for men. Investment in the education of
females then tends to be disproportionately good for growth, i.e. even more so than
investment in the education of females. There is evidence for a persistent, but
generally declining, gender gap in education, both in urban and in rural areas (Figures
ES.2 and ES.3), but with a much larger gap in rural areas, and considerable variation
across states. Perhaps most remarkable of all: gender gap is larger for lower levels of
education: e.g. in rural areas, the number of males per 100 in the category literate and
up to primary minus the number of such females is equal to 8 in 2004/05 (down from
16 in 1983/4); for graduates this gap is only equal to two.
Figure ES.2 Gender Gap in Education, Rural
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Source: Authors’ calculations using NSSO Employment and Unemployment Surveys, various rounds
Note: Gender gap defined as: # of males per 100 in that level of education minus # of females per 100 in that level
of education
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Figure ES.3 Gender Gap in Education, Urban
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Source: Authors’ calculations using NSSO Employment and Unemployment Surveys, various rounds
Note: Gender gap defined as: # of males per 100 in that level of education minus # of females per 100 in that level
of education

However, school dropouts for girls is a much more serious concern for SCs and STs
than for other groups, especially at the post-primary level, resulting for example in a
negligible 0.52% of rural SCs that are in the category “graduates and above”. This
could be a result of the need to support household incomes directly or indirectly
(through performing domestic chores), lack of attractive employment opportunities,
lack of easily accessible secondary schools (especially for STs) and the poor quality
of provision. With growing privatisation and the increasing costs of obtaining what is
seen as ‘quality’ education, girls, especially of the SC/ST category, remain the most
disadvantaged. The gender and caste interaction is clearly visible in the case of access
to post-primary education.

However, differences between gender inequality in educational achievements across
social groups reflect to a degree differences in female and male labour force
participation rates. In particular, when a social group has relatively low levels of
female labour force participation rates (FLFPRs), returns to schooling of girls are
relatively low. Intra-household gender inequality in educational achievements is worst
for upper-caste Hindus, followed by SCs, Muslims, STs and Others, in that order.
Upper-caste Hindus and SCs have more, Muslims and Others less, and STs about the
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amount of gender inequality in educational achievements that their FLFPRs would
predict.

We use panel data regression analysis to estimate returns to male and female
education in terms of household income growth, and use the estimated coefficients to
compute the contribution of differences between male and female educational
achievements to regional and social group differences in growth. Female education
has larger effects on household income growth than male education at all levels of
education. 86% of the growth difference between North and South India that is due to
education is due to differences in female educational achievements; the remaining
14% is due to differences in male educational achievements. By contrast, the effects
on the growth difference between social groups that is due to differences in gender
inequality in education are not found to be large. Returns however vary with
educational level, with secondary and higher education essential for productivity and
income growth.

Policy Implications
Despite a massive expansion in educational investments in order to ensure access to
primary education to all children, this continues to be of poor quality, and gender and
caste disparities in outcomes persist. These early disadvantages get carried forward in
their lives. Furthermore, such disparities both reduce economic growth potential of
the country as a whole and the potential of women and disadvantaged social groups to
participate in growth.
•

Improving quality of basic education and educational outcomes should be a
priority. This would include ensuring manageable teacher-student ratios,
classroom infrastructure and good quality curriculum and teachinglearning material.

•

Financial and material incentives for girls and lower caste groups to be
continued.

•

Additionally, incentives (could be non-tangible such as extending public
appreciation) also need to be provided to schools and teachers to ensure that
equitable and relevant learning takes place within the school.
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•

Affirmative action should take account of multiple sources of disadvantage,
not just caste or gender per se, but additionally parental occupation,
rural/urban residence and region.

•

Apart from continuing with incentives to the student, the household and the
school, there is need to also ensure reliable, safe and affordable transport to
the village/town that has a middle school. Increasing proportion of women
teachers as well as the provision of toilets for women (both teachers and
students) is likely to improve attendance.

•

In the medium term, the focus should be on establishing a middle/secondary
school in every village.

Promoting female employment can be good for growth but requires
complementary policy
Barriers to the economic participation of women and disadvantaged groups, apart
from of obvious concern for reasons of equity, restrict the potential for economic
growth, since the “pool of talent” from which economic opportunities originate and
from which employees are drawn is artificially limited. This has implications for
human capital investment (both for men and women) and technology choice, which in
turn affect growth prospects (e.g. Esteve-Volart 2004). An obvious starting point for
the analysis is thus the documentation of labour force participation rates.

For each social group, for rural and urban, for males and females, LFPRs did not
change much during India’s modern growth period (Figure ES.4). Remarkable
differences between groups have thus persisted: males continue to have much higher
LFPRs than females and rural women much higher than urban women. Thus, LFPR is
about 85% for rural males, 80% for urban males, slightly less than 40% for rural
females, and about 20% for urban females. For social groups, differences between
male LFPR are not large, but they are stark between female LFPR (Table ES.1): In
rural areas, FLFPR for STs is almost 60%, for SCs and OBCs it is close to 40%
(separately computed; it happens to be similar), and for all others (so includes uppercaste Hindus) it is close to 25%. In urban areas, female LFPR is about 30% for STs,
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close to 25% for SCs and OBCs (as before); and only about 15% for “others” (again:
includes upper-caste Hindus).
Figure ES.4 LFPR, by Sex and Urban/Rural over time
100
90
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% 50
40
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30
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20
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Source: Authors’ calculations using NSSO Employment and Unemployment Surveys, various rounds

Table ES.1 LFPRs,by Gender and Social Caste, 2004/05
Rural
Urban

Men

Women

Gender and
FLFPR Types

Principal
Subsidiary
Weekly
Daily
Principal
Subsidiary
Weekly
Daily

ST

SC

OBC

58.49

38.20

38.12

69.77

52.19

59.95

Others

ST

SC
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Others

26.67

30.69

25.66

23.05

16.18

50.09

38.52

35.67

30.17

27.66

19.56

44.44

43.32

33.54

30.73

28.70

25.73

18.69

50.84

36.56

36.00

26.98

28.33

25.70

23.00

16.85

88.78

86.00

84.66

82.76

77.20

80.99

80.71

76.42

89.68

87.05

85.77

83.95

77.69

81.38

81.47

76.96

87.63

85.49

84.37

82.72

75.63

80.79

80.82

76.63

84.85

82.91

82.39

80.91

74.43

79.50

80.00

76.10

Source: Authors’ calculations using NSSO Employment and Unemployment Surveys, 61st round
Note: ‘FLFPR types’ refers to whether participation is measured on a daily or weekly level and so forth; for
precise definitions see Annexure 3B.

A U-shaped relationship between female labour force participation rates (FLFPR) and
income is suggested in the literature as arising from women needing to do manual
labour when poor and choosing to do white-collar work when rich. In the case of
India, this neither exists across states nor within states. It does however exist (within
states) for levels of education (Figure ES.5): average FLFPR is about 30, for illiterate
women it is about 50 and for graduates it is about 40: a (kind of) U-shaped
relationship between FLFPR and education. During India’s modern growth period,
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higher FLFPRs neither particularly characterise faster-growing nor slow-growing
states; and rises and falls in FLFPRs occur about as frequently, and across the growth
spectrum (Figure ES.6).
Figure ES.5 FLFPR by Education, With Average, Maximum and Minimums
90
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70

FLFPR (%)
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50
40
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20
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0
Illiterate

Primary

Middle and Secondary

Graduates and Above

Education

Source: authors’ calculations using the National Sample Survey Organisation (NSSO), Employment and
Unemployment Survey, 61st round (2004/05)
Note: “average”, “maximum” and “minimum” all refer to within-state figures

Figure ES.6 Changing Female Contribution to the Workforce by State,
with States Ranked According to Their Post-1980 Growth Performance
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Source: authors’ calculations using data from Government of India Central Statistical Organisation
(http://mospi.nic.in/), and the National Sample Survey Organisation (NSSO), Employment and Unemployment
Survey. The 38th and 60th rounds are chosen (1983 and 2004/05, respectively), with the right-hand data point
being the more recent.
Note: States are excluded for which partial or only aggregate data is available. Growth is in real terms (constant
prices) from 1981-2003, using Gross State Domestic Product.
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Female unemployment rates have been increasing over the last two decades, more so
for urban women. Although they are thus employed far less often, when they are
employed, urban women are about four times more likely to be salaried employees
than rural women (40% of employed urban women versus 10% of rural), who
continue to dominate the agricultural sector, or engage in forms of petty production,
jobs in rural services not having been created. Despite being in regular, salaried
employment, the jobs available to them however tend to be clustered at the lower ends
of the labour markets, as service providers in hospitals, schools and domestic homes.

Both in rural and in urban areas, wages (averaged across all workers) are higher for
men than for women: about 40% higher in 2004/05 for urban areas, and about 85%
for rural areas. In percentage terms, the gender wage gap in rural areas is about now
what it was in 1983/84; however, in urban areas it declined from 71% in 1983/84 to
the 40% mentioned in 2004/05. This declining wage gap in urban areas is interesting.
Taking a closer look, it transpires that wages of both rural and urban women have
risen (in real terms) by about 90%. Wages of rural men grew by a similar percentage.
However, wages of urban men “only” grew by 55%, which explains the declining
wage gap in urban areas. Taking an even closer look than that, it is nonetheless the
case that the gender wage gap has widened most (more than for other category, be it
in rural or in urban areas) for higher-educated women in urban areas. The declining
overall gap in urban areas is thus due to the expansion of employment for women
with relatively little education at the bottom rungs of the labour market.

We use panel data regression analysis to estimate the effects on household income
growth of male and female employment, disaggregated by employment type.
Unsurprisingly, male employment (of all types) has much larger effects on household
income growth than female employment (a direct result of higher hourly earnings).
The very large growth effects that the literature attributes to (hypothetical) increases
in FLFP in India will only come about if wages and human capital are equalised
across men and women. This in turn requires the removal of barriers to female
economic participation: their “time poverty” that arises from their domestic duties,
social norms, employers’ preferences reflected in lower wages, parental
discrimination in investing in the human capital of boys more than in girls, barriers of
all sorts in accessing and continuing schooling, and so forth. It is then imperative that
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these issues are tackled simultaneously, at least in so far as the growth implications of
the promotion of female employment are concerned.

Policy Implications
Labour force participation is an important sphere of life, which enhances control over
income and consequently autonomy for women. Women lack property rights and have
few benefits from lifelong work which is either unpaid or lacking benefits in the
informal sector. Widow destitution in old age is then only to be expected.
•

As a majority of women are in informal employment, there is urgent need to
pay attention to the payment of remunerative wages, worker benefits
including child-care and old age security as well as safety, in short, the
need to ensure ‘decent work’.

•

Quick redressal mechanisms to deal with sexual harassment at the
workplace need to be operationalised (The Sexual Harassment Bill is yet to
be passed by Parliament, see Annexure 1).

•

There is need to focus on skill training and vocational education alongside
basic education in order to provide women, in particular from the lower
caste groups, employable skills, in the high growth sectors.

•

Expansion of non-farm employment and self-employment in rural areas
through the provision of adequate credit and other resources to women and
the lower castes can enhance the productivity of rural female labour.

•

Provision of basic services to address women’s time poverty to be in place.

Rigidifying gender divisions of labour adversely affect growth
Low female supply response can be explained by both the expansion in domestic
work burdens, especially in urban areas and the increasingly rigid gender divisions of
labour. If the extended SNA activities (household maintenance and care functions as
per the System of National Accounts) are included as economic activities, then
women’s contribution is in fact higher than that of men (the problem then lies in
accounting for women’s work). Educational status does not seem to affect the time
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spent on domestic activities. Rigidifying gender divisions of labour appear to be a
consequence of the broader shift in labour relations, in particular, higher male hourly
earnings across occupational and educational categories. This is reinforced by the
poor work environment for women – the lack of child-care, worker benefits, and the
growing exposure to abuse and harassment at the workplace.

Women’s reproductive work can have several economic implications. It reduces
educational achievements and places restrictions on time which decreases market value
and opportunities, it is physically demanding thus affecting health, productivity and
maintenance of the future labour force and it is work that is neither paid for nor
included in official accounting. Policies are therefore essential for addressing the time
constraint faced by women.

Policy Implications
•

Improvement in basic services and infrastructure provision such as the
provision of drinking water, electricity, grain mills and transport services,

•

Improved access to education and health services and markets for essential
commodities.

•

Functional child-care facilities of good quality need to be prioritised, both in
rural and urban contexts.

Fertility Declines enhances per capita growth
As mentioned at the start, the accelerated growth per capita in the recent decade is as
much a result of growth in GDP as a decline in population growth due to reducing
fertility. While the TFRs declined from 3.39 to 2.68 over the decade at the national
level, the decline was faster in urban areas, for the upper castes (classes), for those
with higher education and in the southern states. While changes in wage structures
and employment opportunities for women could potentially lead to a decline in
fertility by shifting women’s time allocation, the major determinants of fertility
decline in the Indian context appear to be increase in female literacy and improved
access to health services. In both cases, SCs and STs continue to be at a disadvantage.
Public policies could here be influential not just through reproductive policies, but
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through general health, welfare and social security policies on the one hand and
improvement in infrastructure and non-discriminatory service provision on the other.
Coercive action to reduce fertility can however have negative implications for
women. With continued son preference and male desire for more children, sexselective abortion is a stark example of female disadvantage.

Policy Implications
•

Priority to provision of adequate public health services, as fertility control is
crucially dependent on this. States such as Kerala with near-total coverage
of public health services have attained stable fertility rates across caste
categories, while those witnessing a privatisation of health services, have
ended up excluding the poorest, especially SCs and STs.

•

Removal of wage gaps and improved employment opportunities to women
and lower caste groups.

•

Provision of state services and infrastructure that can support women’s
autonomy and decision-making.

•

Educational curriculum to help shift attitudes and behaviours towards son
preference as the desire to have adequate number of sons as part of a small
family has led to gross violations of the PNDT Act (Annexure 1).

Access to assets and finances supports growth
Substantial productivity gains derive from the control over landed assets and money
by women. Yet, women in general, but SC/ST women in particular, are excluded from
resource access and control, whether land, technology or credit, reflecting perhaps a
lack of bargaining power. While there is a general decline in per capita operational
landholdings (confirming the declining trend in self-employment in agriculture), SCs
and STs have on average a third in value of assets in relation to Others. Micro-credit
interventions have expanded over the last decade, seeking to give women access to
credit, but have not made a substantial impact in addressing livelihood concerns.
Access to loans continues to be low. Entrepreneurship, as a consequence, is lower
amongst the SCs and STs; a result of lack of resources alongside social stigma.
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In terms of women’s autonomy, SC women seem to have lost any advantage they may
have had in the past. Apart from material deprivation, they are prone to more violence
and lack substantial decision-making power. Interestingly, Other women seem to be
improving their relative indicators of autonomy, perhaps a result of education. OBC
women appear to do the worst.

Finally, participation by women in local government and community-level decisionmaking has improved on account of the Constitutional 73rd and 74th amendment Acts,
with considerable impacts on the nature of local investments. Their performance
however appears to be linked to both caste and educational levels.

Policy Implications
•

To achieve productivity gains, need to reform inheritance laws to give
women control over landed property.

•

Ensure access to a package of inputs and services that include credit,
technology, information on agricultural methods, irrespective ofand
delinked from ownership of land.

•

Credit through Self help Groups needs to respond to women’s livelihood
needs, rather than focusing on micro-finance for small-scale, secondary and
often marginal activities.

•

Support self-employment and non-farm employment for women through
provision of market opportunities, as well as addressing issues of time
poverty and requisite skills (see previous sections) alongside credit.

•

Provide support to women to participate in public decision-making processes
in the form of training, honorariums, adequate equipment etc that can build
upon their existing knowledge and experience.

Links between caste, gender and growth are not linear
Growth appears to have no direct link with either inter-caste disparity or the level of
development of SCs in relation to Others. Further, gender disparities persist within
each caste group. A positive development is the improvement in the Gender Caste
Development Index over the last decade across social groups. The possible
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explanation lies in enhanced female education during this period. A state like UP,
which has failed to address gender-specific barriers to education then does much
worse in terms of gendered caste disparity than caste disparity alone. The benefits of
lower caste mobilisation have not here been shared equally by lower caste women.

What emerges quite clearly is that growth alone cannot deliver equality outcomes.
While gender and caste gaps have been improving over the last decade, the
improvement is but marginal in the last five years, which coincides with exceptionally
high rates of growth in both rural and urban areas. Growth therefore needs to go
alongside continuing policy commitments to make investments in human capital, in
particular, good quality education and health services, ensuring decent work
conditions including appropriate worker benefits and vocational and other skills, as
well as specific, targeted policies for SC/ST and women within these groups. The last
would include a host of affirmative action measures and incentives to help overcome
barriers posed by poverty, remoteness and social expectations.

While the above measures have been discussed, there is also need for regular
monitoring and reviews to identify what works, for whom and in which context. This
is particularly important as in a diverse country such as India, wide regional variations
are visible in both growth and equality, related substantially to the nature of policies
pursued and the very direction of development. Some specific fiscal and policy
measures are therefore also suggested.

Policy Implications
Budget analyses have pointed to a decline in development expenditures over the last
decade, with cuts in economic services (covering functions that promote growth such
as infrastructure, but also rural development and poverty alleviation schemes) more
pronounced than in social services, though this too has declined. While education has
rightly remained a priority, specific, targeted policies and programmes, focused on
women, or SCs and STs, have declined.

Women-specific programmes include relief policies (widow benefits), genderreinforcing assistance (to support reproductive functions such as anganwadi workers)
and empowering schemes. The latter includes those that promote equity (such as
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universal primary education) and those that promote equality (such as child-care
facilities, support to women teachers etc). An analysis of the West Bengal budget
shows that over 90% of the outlay on women-oriented programmes goes to equity
promoting schemes, in particular education, and very marginal amounts to equality
promoting and relief schemes (Banerjee and Roy, 2003).
•

Need to support gender budgeting exercises across priority sectors as
identified above.

•

Need to ensure budgetary allocations to relief policies (e.g widow benefits)
and equality-promoting policies (e.g child care).
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Section 1
Introduction
Key themes
Based on a wealth of new statistical analysis, carried out for the purpose of this
GCGA, using a comprehensive range of large-scale all-India datasets, an extensive
review of existing analysis, and new primary research in Uttar Pradesh and West
Bengal, we empirically explore linkages between gender, caste and growth. The focus
is on growth implications of the myriad of gender inequities that are found in India,
and caste is treated as a mediating variable: gender and caste interact, so that not only
do gender inequities differ between social groups, but also do caste-based practices
themselves co-determine growth implications of gender inequities. This report
summarises the analysis.
The presentation of our findings broadly follows the main pathways recognised in the
literature through which gender inequality impacts on growth1. First and foremost
among these are the growth opportunities that are missed because of gender
discrimination in education (Section 3). Second, growth is known to be potentially
substantially lower than a country’s human resources would permit because of
gendered access to employment (including self-employment) opportunities (Section
4). Third, the gendered division of labour frequently mutes the female supply
response, so that market signals are not as much acted on as would be optimal for the
sake of economic growth (Section 5). Fourth, female empowerment is known to be
crucial for reducing fertility levels, which facilitates sustained per capita income
growth (Section 6). Fifth, equal gender relations in household-level decision-making
processes (regarding investment, savings, borrowing and the education and health
care of children) and community-level decision-making processes are known to affect
both the efficiency of these processes and the decisions reached, with potentially
major implications for growth (Section 7). The presentation of the main findings is
preceded by a descriptive analysis of gender and caste inequality in participation in
growth (in Section 2).
A background of the institutional and policy context that relates to gender and caste
(in)equality is presented in Annexure 1. Suffice to say at this point that postIndependence, in its efforts to shape a gender-just society and a society free of caste
discrimination, India has created a strong legal and policy framework to achieve these
ends. Yet the constitutional guarantee of equality has remained an unrealized dream,
pointing to the need to take into account not just social and cultural norms, but also
the host of informal institutions that support or hinder the achievement of equality,
irrespective of the levels of growth.
A brief summary of the methodology of the report is in Annexure 2. A technical note
on the panel data econometric analysis, and the unemployment and employment
definitions, used in the report are in Annexure 3.

1

See Verschoor et al. (2006), Blackden et al. (2006) and Klasen (2005) for recent reviews of the large
literature
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Section 2
Female and social groups’ participation in
growth
Accelerating growth since the early 1980s
India’s growth spurt since the early 1980s has been much analysed and commented
on2. Although claimed by some as evidence for success of a pro-market strategy,
Kohli (2006a, 2006b) argues persuasively that it should primarily be seen as evidence
for the State’s intensifying commitment to the existing business sector, in which price
distortions were used as often as “getting the prices right”. Whereas GDP growth
amounted to less than four percent per year during 1965-74, it has been close to six
percent per year since 1985, an increase in the growth rate by one-and-a-half times
(Table 2.1). However, it is sometimes overlooked that the increase in the annual rate
of GDP per capita growth is considerably more pronounced than that in GDP: from
1.4 percent during 1965-74 to 4.3 percent during 1995-2004, a threefold increase
(Table 2.1 and Figure 2.1). An annual growth rate of 1.4 percent implies that GDP per
capita doubles every 50 years; a rate of 4.3 percent that it doubles every 16 years. This
is very fast – and fast accelerating – growth indeed.
Table 2.1 Growth, by Sector, 1965 – 2004 (percent per annum)

19651974

19751984

19851994

19952004

19912004

19802004

GDP
Population
GDP per capita

3.75
2.26
1.39

4.30
2.10
2.02

5.74
2.00
3.66

5.99
1.65
4.29

5.74
1.74
3.95

5.77
1.88
3.81

Services
Industry
Agriculture

4.90
5.42
3.30

5.14
5.94
2.29

6.52
6.30
3.77

8.20
5.75
2.93

7.53
5.67
2.92

7.31
6.25
3.14

Source: Sector, GDP and GDP per capita growth figures are based on authors’ calculations using data from
World Development Indicators, Development Data Group, World Bank, Various Issues. Population Statistics are
from the Population Division of the Department of Economic and Social Affairs of the United Nations Secretariat.
Note: Figures are in real terms based on local constant price data. Sector growth rates are calculated using ISIC
sector definitions.

2

For analytic accounts see De Long (2003), Rodrik and Subramanian (2004), Virmani (2004) and
Kohli (2006a, 2006b)
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Figure 2.1 GDP per Capita Growth, 1965 - 2005
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Source: authors’ calculations using data from Development Data Group, World Bank, World Development
Indicators, Various Issues.
Note: Figures are in real terms based on local constant price data.

What matters for economic wellbeing is GDP per capita growth, not GDP growth as
such. The favourable difference between the increase in GDP and GDP per capita
growth is due to the fact that India’s population growth has slowed down in recent
years (Table 2.1). This suggests immediately that one of the primary ways in which
female empowerment has contributed to growth in recent years is through helping
bring about a reduction in the level of fertility3.
Lower female and disadvantaged social groups’ participation in faster-growing
sectors
The services sector has overtaken industry as the main contributor to GDP growth.
Agricultural growth has remained relatively sluggish and more or less constant,
hovering around three percent per year (Table 2.1). Until 1985, industry was the
fastest-growing sector, growing at an annual rate of between five and six percent.
Whereas industrial growth only marginally improved on its pre-1985 levels, growth of
the services sector accelerated: its annual growth rate was less than five percent
during 1965-74 and increased every subsequent ten-year period until it became over
eight percent for the period 1995-2004. Reflecting the relative size of sectors, Figures
2.2 and 2.3 show that since 1990 services has contributed more to GDP growth than
industry; for India’s modern growth period, 1980-2004, agriculture, despite being by
far the largest employer, has contributed only 18 percent to overall GDP growth,
industry 36 percent, and services 46 percent.

3

There is no suggestion here that fertility reduction can be achieved without this affecting the rate of
growth of GDP; population and growth dynamics are complex and interrelated.
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Figure 2.2 Contribution of Sectors to GDP growth, 1980 - 2004
Agriculture
18%

Services
46%

Industry
36%

Source: authors’ calculations using data from Development Data Group, World Bank, World Development
Indicators, Various Issues.
Note: Figures are the difference between each sector’s contribution to GDP in 1980 and 2004 expressed as a
percentage of the increase in GDP over that period. The ISIC definition is used for defining sectors.

Figure 2.3 Sector’s Share of GDP Growth
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Source: authors’ calculations using data from Development Data Group, World Bank, World Development
Indicators, Various Issues.
Note: Figures are the difference between each sector’s contribution to GDP in 1980 and 2004 expressed as a
percentage of the increase in GDP over that period. The ISIC definition is used for defining sectors.
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The larger is a sector’s contribution to GDP growth during 1980-2004, India’s period
of exceptionally fast growth, the lower is female participation in that sector: it is about
35 percent in agriculture, 25 percent in industry, and less than 20 percent in services
(Table 2.2). This is doubly unfortunate, since if women are employed in services, they
are more likely (although still only in about a quarter of cases) to be regular salaried
employees than when they are employed in industry or agriculture. Female casual
labourers and helpers in household enterprises combined make up about 85 percent of
the female workforce in agriculture, about 65 percent in industry, and about 45
percent in services. Female participation is thus lowest in the sectors that grew fastest
and where most job security can be found. Understanding the barriers to such
participation is clearly important.

Agriculture

Table 2.2 Occupational Structure of Female Participation in the Workforce
Growth FLFPR Self employed
Helper in a HH
Regular Salaried
HH enterprise
enterprise
Employment
17.72
35.61
13.32
43.79
1.41

Casual
Labourer
41.48

Industry

36.13

25.83

23.69

32.13

11.34

32.84

Services

46.15

18.20

28.81

26.75

24.16

20.28

29.64

17.05

39.66

6.20

37.09

Total

Source: authors’ calculations using data from Government of India Central Statistical Organisation
(http://mospi.nic.in/), and the National Sample Survey Organisation (NSSO), Employment and Unemployment
Survey, 61st round (2004/05).
Note: Growth is a sector’s percentage contribution to overall GDP growth in India 1980-2004.

Likewise, it is without exception the case that the faster a sector grows, the less likely
it is that disadvantaged social groups participate in that sector (Table 2.3). For
example, whereas 11.2 percent of the workforce in agriculture consists of members of
Scheduled Tribes (ST), only 3.6 percent of the workforce in services consists of these
(the corresponding figures for Scheduled Castes (SC) are 20.5 and 14.0 percent,
respectively). And then within these disadvantaged groups, it is again without
exception the case that female labour force participation in a sector is lower the faster
that sector grows. So, whereas about 50 percent of the ST members that work in
agriculture are female, only about 30 percent of them that work in services are (about
40 and 20 percent, respectively, for SC members).
Table 2.3 Female Participation in the Workforce, by Sector and Social Group
Growth Scheduled
Of which Scheduled
Of which
Others Of which
Castes
Female
Tribes
Female
Female
Agriculture

17.7

20.5

38.2

11.2

49.8

68.4

32.5

Industry

36.1

18.6

29.2

6.5

42.7

74.9

23.4

Services

46.1

14.0

22.2

3.6

29.4

82.4

17.0

18.5

33.7

8.5

46.8

73.0

26.6

Total

Source: authors’ calculations using data from Government of India Central Statistical Organisation
(http://mospi.nic.in/), and the National Sample Survey Organisation (NSSO), Employment and Unemployment
Survey, 50th round (1993/94).
Note: Growth is the contribution (%) of that sector to overall economic growth 1980-2004. ‘Of which Female’ is
the percentage of the previous column which is female. The NSSO 50th Round (1993/4) is used, as it is in the
middle of the time period.

The overall pattern is thus that the faster a sector grows, the less likely it is that
women participate, and the less likely it is that disadvantaged social groups
participate. Women from disadvantaged social groups are doubly disadvantaged.
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These are simply empirical regularities, from which at this stage of the analysis no
causal mechanisms may be inferred. The issue is revisited later in the report.
The complex relationship between female labour force participation and growth
According to the NSS data that we use, the female labour force participation rate
(FLFPR) currently stands at some 30 percent. This is low by international standards,
and there is some evidence to suggest that it is also low by India’s own historical
standards (Kundu 1999, Dunlop and Velkoff 1999). Among the reasons for the latter
may be economic growth. It has been suggested that in India, as household income
grows, the FLFPR falls until a certain income threshold is reached after which it
rises again, thus giving rise to a U-shaped relationship between the FLFPR and
income (Esteve-Volart 2004, Goldin 1994). If true, this relationship could partly
account for the fact that the FLFPR is low in India by historical standards, provided
its average income is now such that it corresponds with the lower part of the U.
The mechanism generally considered to be responsible for the U-shaped relationship
is as follows. Women from poorer backgrounds have to work in order to support
household income and do mainly manual labour, against which a social stigma exists.
Rising household income frees such women to avoid that stigma and withdraw from
the labour force. When women receive specialised post-secondary education, which
only tends to be the case in the richest households, white-collar work becomes
accessible for them, against which no social stigma exists. The FLFPR is thus highest
for the poorest and the richest groups and lowest for the middle group: a U-shaped
relationship (Dunlop and Velkoff 1999, Goldin 1994). We next consider whether the
evidence is broadly consistent with such an account.
In Figure 2.4 states are ranked according to per capita income. Both the richest
(Punjab) and the poorest state (Bihar) are characterised by a FLFPR that is low even
by Indian standards: a quarter or less of women is working in these states. However,
these are both Northern states, which are often said to have stronger social norms
against women working. Indeed, a state such as Andhra Pradesh, which happens to be
a middle-income state in the ranking of Indian states, is characterised by a high
FLFPR, some 40 percent; but it is also a Southern state. Still, it is remarkable that the
cross-state pattern resembles, if anything, an inverted U more closely than a U.
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Figure 2.4 Female Participation in the Workforce by State,
with States Ranked According to Per Capita Income
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Source: Development Data Group, World Bank, World Development Indicators, and authors’ calculations using
data from Government of India Central Statistical Organisation (http://mospi.nic.in/), and the National Sample
Survey Organisation (NSSO), Employment and Unemployment Survey, 61st round (2004/05)
Note: States are excluded where partial or only aggregate data is available

Figure 2.5 ranks states according to recent growth performance instead of per capita
income (which measures cumulated growth performance). Here, there is a hint that
faster-growing states tend to be characterised by a higher FLFPR, but there are plenty
of exceptions. Indeed, in Figure 2.6, where changes in the FLFPR concurrent with
growth are presented, the safest conclusion to be drawn is that there is no overall
pattern. Among the six fastest-growing states, more often than not the FLFPR rises,
but then again the two fastest-growing states, Rajasthan and Gujarat, experienced a
drop in the FLFPR. Among the states with medium-to-poor recent growth
performance, rises and falls in the FLFPR are seen about equally frequently. The
point is neatly illustrated by the two poorest performers: Bihar saw a sharp drop in its
FLFPR and Assam experienced the largest rise of all states.
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Figure 2.5 Female Contribution to the Workforce by State,
with States Ranked According to Their Post-1980 Growth Performance
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Source: authors’ calculations using data from Government of India Central Statistical Organisation
(http://mospi.nic.in/), and the National Sample Survey Organisation (NSSO), Employment and Unemployment
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Figure 2.6 Changing Female Contribution to the Workforce by State,
with States Ranked According to Their Post-1980 Growth Performance
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Source: authors’ calculations using data from Government of India Central Statistical Organisation
(http://mospi.nic.in/), and the National Sample Survey Organisation (NSSO), Employment and Unemployment
Survey. The 38th and 60th rounds are chosen (1983 and 2004/05, respectively), with the right-hand data point
being the more recent.
Note: States are excluded for which partial or only aggregate data is available. Growth is in real terms (constant
prices) from 1981-2003, using Gross State Domestic Product.

35

The U-shaped relationship between income and the FLFPR thus does not hold across
states, but perhaps it holds within states? That is to say, is it perhaps the case that in
individual states the richest and poorest groups have the highest FLFPR, a
relationship invisible at the all-India level? Figure 2.7 suggests this is not the case. For
each state, households have been ranked according to per capita income, and divided
into five groups of equal size, so-called quintiles. For each quintile in each state, the
FLFPR was then computed: mean (averaged across states), maximum and minimum
values are presented in the figure. The idea is that if a U-shaped relationship is
sufficiently strong in most states, it should be visible here. Again, an inverted U is a
closer approximation. Figure 2.8 follows a similar procedure but uses educational
categories instead of income: this does give rise to a U-shaped pattern.
Figure 2.7 FLFPR by Quintile, With Average, Maximum and Minimum
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Source: authors’ calculations using the National Sample Survey Organisation (NSSO), Employment and
Unemployment Survey, 61st round (2004/05)
Note: Qi is expenditure quintile i; “average”, “maximum” and “minimum” all refer to within-state figures
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Figure 2.8 FLFPR by Education, With Average, Maximum and Minimums
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Source: authors’ calculations using the National Sample Survey Organisation (NSSO), Employment and
Unemployment Survey, 61st round (2004/05)
Note: “average”, “maximum” and “minimum” all refer to within-state figures

The broad patterns suggested here are thus not consistent with a U-shaped relationship
between household income and female labour force participation, despite the
plausible mechanism that has been suggested for it by other analysts. However, it is
the case that illiterate women and those with post-secondary education are both more
likely to be employed than those with intermediate levels of education, which is
consistent with a suggestion that the former work out of necessity and the latter out of
choice. Even so, the FLFPR in the latter group is still only 40 percent.
Growth and presence in the workforce of disadvantaged social groups are imperfectly
related
Finally, the point should be made that having a sizable proportion of disadvantaged
groups does not seem to be a major obstacle for states’ overall growth performance
(Figure 2.9). Although some of the poorest and most poorly growing states have
among the highest proportion of SCs and STs in their workforce (Orissa and Madhya
Pradesh both have about 40 percent), on the whole there is not much of a pattern
when states’ growth performance and proportion of disadvantaged groups are plotted
against each other. It is undoubtedly the case that, despite a general shift in attitudes
towards caste-based social rankings, severe limits to economic mobility for the lower
castes persist (Jayaraman and Lanjouw 1999). Nonetheless, per capita income growth
of SCs and STs during the period 1993-2005 has been reported to be higher than that
for other groups (Dubey and Verschoor 2007). It is somewhat of an empirical puzzle
how this relates to the phenomenon, reported above, that they are disproportionately
absent from the fastest-growing sectors.
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Figure 2.9 Scheduled Castes’ and Scheduled Tribes’ Presence in the Workforce,
By State, With States Ranked According To Post-1980 Growth Performance
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Source: authors’ calculations using data from Government of India Central Statistical Organisation
(http://mospi.nic.in/), and the National Sample Survey Organisation (NSSO), Employment and Unemployment
Survey, 50th round (1993/94)
Note: States are excluded for which partial or only aggregate data is available. Growth is in real terms (constant
prices) from 1981-2003, using Gross State Domestic Product. The NSSO 50th round is chosen, as it represents the
middle of the time period.

Conclusions and Policy Implications
This section simply sets the scene for the analysis that follows. Nonetheless, the broad
patterns sketched here clearly outline the challenge that faces policymakers:
• Growth has been accelerating rapidly since the early 1980s
• Women and disadvantaged social groups are disproportionately absent from
the faster-growing sectors; women from disadvantaged social groups are
doubly disadvantaged in this respect
• Female labour force participation is extremely low by international standards
• Contrary to earlier suggestions, there is no convincing evidence that the
poorest and richest groups have relatively high, groups in the middle relatively
low female labour force participation rates (the U-shaped relationship)
• However, illiterate women have the highest labour force participation rates,
followed by those with primary education, followed by graduates and above,
followed by those with middle and secondary education. There is a suggestion
here that poorly educated women by and large work out of necessity; highly
educated women out of choice
The need for special provisions to include women and those of the marginalised
social groups into the high growth sectors thus remains critical. One finds
evidence of some large companies in the IT sector, such as Infosys and Tatas,
setting up special training programmes to provide adequate skills to the
marginalised to participate in this sector, which the education system appears
unable to deliver. At the same time, the underlying causes of the relative exclusion
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of women and disadvantaged groups from high-growth sectors are complex and
multi-faceted, rooted as they are in the social and economic structure.
Comprehensively dealing with these causes is bound to be enormously
challenging. The analysis in subsequent sections begins to unravel this
complexity.

39

Section 3
Education
Education is key for Growth
Schultz (2002) posits three growth-motivated arguments for increasing public
expenditures on girls’ schooling. First, the marginal returns to schooling for women
tend to exceed those for men, the more so the larger the initial gap between male and
female education. Second, the human capital formation of children is more closely
related to their mother’s education than it is to their father’s. Third, more educated
women work more hours in the labour force, broadening the tax base and reducing tax
distortions. If Schultz’s line of reasoning is correct, closing the gender gap in
education would be associated with higher economic growth.
Studies that make use of cross-country regressions of economic growth on the gender
gap in education (and a host of appropriate control variables) broadly support
Schultz’s conjectures. Dollar and Gatti (1999), Forbes (2000), Klasen (2002), Klasen
and Francesca (2003), Knowles et al. (2002), and Abu-Ghaida and Klasen (2004) are
the main such cross-country studies. All find that growth is negatively affected by the
gender gap in education, a finding that is robust to differing definitions of the
dependent and independent variables, varying estimation methodologies, and
extensions of the dataset.
In India too several studies have sought to examine the returns to education for
women. Bhandari and Bordoloi (2006) find the income returns to female education to
be higher than for males. The explanation however lies in the fact that the “base”
incomes for females is about 36 per cent lower than for males, making for higher
returns in percentage terms, rather than higher incomes per se. While greater levels of
education is likely to increase both the likelihood of being employed and the income
earned for work, they also find that the returns from elementary (primary and middle)
education are quite low (see also Tilak, 2007), and ceteris paribus, women, lower
social groups, rural residents and non-English speakers have both significantly lower
incomes and a lower likelihood of being employed. Individuals from SC and ST
households are likely to have about 10 per cent lower incomes than those from nonSC/ST households and women’s incomes are likely to be about a third lower than
males having the same household and educational characteristics. Ramaswamy
(2007), in his analysis of interstate variations in educational attainments finds that the
five bottom states in terms of growth had only 12% with secondary or higher
secondary against a national average of 16%, with higher income states at a clear
advantage. He finds a relationship between states with higher GER (gross enrolment
ratio) for secondary education and labour productivity growth (see also Kingdon and
Unni, 1997).

Gender divides persist in educational attainment by social group and location
Table 3.1 shows that literacy has been rising consistently in the period, across male
and females, both urban and rural, the primary reason being the enhanced access to
basic education at the village level (including the Sarva Shiksha Abhiyan, or
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Education for All Campaign, since 2001) (Das, 2007), alongside other policy
measures, in particular the introduction of the mid-day meals in all primary schools
(Dreze & Goyal, 2003). Urban females have better educational outcomes than their
rural counterparts, but almost a quarter of urban women are illiterate in 2004-05, four
percentage points below rural males (nearly 29 percent are illiterate). Illiteracy
however appears to be concentrated in the northern states of Uttar Pradesh, Bihar and
Jharkhand.

Table 3.1 Illiteracy (as a %) Over Time, by Gender and Rural/Urban
Rural
Urban
Rural
Urban
Males
Males
Females
Females
1983-84
47.93
21.25
74.67
41.14
1993-94

37.83

16.00

63.44

31.92

1999-00

33.98

14.63

56.86

28.54

2004-05

28.85

12.48

49.84

24.92

Source: Authors’ calculations using NSSO Employment and Unemployment Surveys, various rounds

Table 3.2 Difference Between Literate Up To Primary and Middle Level,
By Gender and Rural/Urban
Rural
Urban
Rural
Urban
Males
Males
Females
Females
1983-84
26.34
22.66
16.33
23.01
1993-94

25.85

20.25

19.76

20.8

1999-00

24.17

15.94

20.63

17.44

2004-05

24.56

14.69

22.51

15.8

Source: Authors’ calculations using NSSO Employment and Unemployment Surveys, various rounds

Table 3.1 and Figure 3.2 show the gender gap in education over the four NSS rounds
for rural and urban respectively. In rural education, we see the biggest gap is at low
levels of education, but that the gap is, in general, declining. The gap at the graduate
and above level has increased however. This may be in part due to the relatively small
numbers of graduates and above, thus meaning a shift could merely be an increase in
male graduates, or something more worrying. It is clear that urban education is
associated with a much lower gender-based disparity. Furthermore, this has been
declining at a steady rate at most levels.
Figure 3.3 depicts the trends in the primary to middle transition for women, for rural
and urban. As the graph shows, this gap (between primary and middle school
completion) has been increasing for rural girls, primarily on account of the fact that
while middle school completion rate has risen, it has increased in lesser proportion
than primary school completion rate. In urban areas, on the other hand, the gap has
been closing, but not necessarily for all the right reasons. Primary school completion
rates have been declining, whereas middle school completion rates have been
increasing, thus leading to the closing of the gap.
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Figure 3.1 Gender Gap in Education, Rural
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Note: Gender gap defined as: # of males per 100 in that level of education minus # of females per 100 in that level
of education

Figure 3.2 Gender Gap in Education, Urban
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Note: Gender gap defined as: # of males per 100 in that level of education minus # of females per 100 in that level
of education

This is particularly worrying from a perspective of growth. As Jeffrey et al indicate in
the case of northern India, ‘rural people usually regard an “educated” person as
someone with at least an eighth class pass and someone with just a Grade V pass as
“uneducated” (Jeffrey, Jeffery et al. 2005: 2089). While this reflects the social
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perception of the value of different levels of education, Vasudeva-Dutta (2004)
demonstrates through several regression equations the significant jump in wage
earnings between secondary and higher education, suggesting that secondary
education may be a threshold level for education to influence earnings. After
correcting for household and individual characteristics and state effects, Bhandari and
Bordoloi (2006) too find that compared to illiterates those who have completed
primary have 31 per cent greater incomes, those who have completed middle school
by 45 per cent, those who have completed schooling by 89 per cent, graduates by 136
per cent and professionals by 171 per cent.
Table 3.3 shows the breakdown of these educational achievements and disparities by
social group, gender and rural/urban. It reveals a very clear gender divide within each
caste category. So, for instance, the proportion of rural SC women who were
graduates and above was a virtually non-existent 0.52 percent in 2004-05. Given the
high drop out rates at the middle school level, this is perhaps only to be expected, but
the final outcome is a cause of concern. Also, this explanation is not complete because
while middle school drop-outs can be seen across all caste groups, we still find a
disparity by gender. This seems to imply that social and familial attitudes as well as
objective factors prevent the education of the girl child relatively independent of the
caste hierarchy. Educating girls beyond a point is considered futile (given the
imperatives of marriage); middle school age girls are needed at home to help mothers
with house work and also take care of the younger siblings; middle schools do not
exist in all villages, so attending middle school would mean travelling some distance
that is both costly and unsafe for girls who have just attained puberty.
Figure 3.3 Gap Between "Literate Up To Primary" And Middle Level for Girls
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Source: Authors’ calculations using NSSO Employment and Unemployment Surveys, various rounds
Note: Gap between levels of education defined as: # of girls per 100 at "literate up to primary level" minus # of
girls at middle level
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Table 3.3 Gender Differences in Education, by Caste 2004/05
Not literate
Literate & up
Middle
(Higher)
to primary
Secondary

W
ST Rural
ST
Urban
SC Rural
SC
Urban
OBC
Rural
OBC
Urban
Others
Rural
Others
Urban

M

W

M

W

M

W

M

Graduate &
above

W

M

60.6

39.8

29.6

41.6

6.6

11.4

2.8

5.8

0.3

1.2

34.3

17.2

28.8

34.6

14.6

18.5

15.5

19.7

5.5

8

57.5

35.5

30.4

40.4

7.5

14

3.8

8.2

0.5

1.6

39.3

18.7

33.3

39

13.4

19.1

10.1

16.6

2.9

5

51.2

28.2

31.7

40.6

10.2

16.5

5.9

11.4

0.7

2.4

29.6

15.1

34.1

35.7

16.1

18.8

14.6

19.5

4.6

8.1

37.1

20.05

36.88

39.2

13.31

17.56

10.33

17.3

1.94

4.82

16.16

8.16

29.11

27.27

16.23

15.97

22.53

26.55

14.48

18.95

Source: Authors’ calculations using NSSO Employment and Unemployment Surveys, various rounds
Note: W denotes Women and M, Men.

Govinda and Bandyopadhyay (2007: 50) suggest along similar lines that while girl
children have to support household income or domestic chores, but additionally, since
middle school is considered inadequate from an employment perspective, in the
absence of higher education, the opportunity cost of sending a child to middle school
may not be considered worth bearing. Several explanatory factors emerge from the
field studies. First, basic literacy, which is acquired through primary education, is
seen as essential for all children, irrespective of caste. As Mona Soren, an ST woman
of Bagsorai, West Bengal, noted, “Higher education is meaningless to us because our
sons have to look after our land. It is enough that they can now deal with the
Panchayat and other officials”. Other Santal agricultural labourers echoed this view,
“there is no use educating girls beyond the primary level because ultimately they have
no option but to work in the fields”. For the upper castes/classes, however, higher
education, including for girls, is a must, whether it is for seeking a job or making a
better marriage. For the SC/ST and even many of the Muslim girls, the problems
begin after they complete the primary level (see also Hussain, 2005). This is around
about the age of menarche and social attitudes in the villages still hold that girls of
this age should not go out of their homes. Also, as it came up repeatedly in the
interviews, a sacred duty of parents is to get their daughters married and if a ‘good
groom’ is found, the child is taken out of school and married off. It is also a fact that
the higher a woman is educated, the greater her parents have to pay for her dowry. Of
course, exceptions do exist, and there are instances of girls who have resisted this
pressure.
Remoteness and the lack of secondary school infrastructure is another major problem
in villages like those in the Hatinda cluster in Malda. Poverty and the lack of finances
is a further reason, cited very often, for withdrawing children from secondary school,
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including boys. However, when it comes to making a choice between sons’ and
daughters’ continuity, the axe usually falls on the latter. This also emerges from
Chandrasekhar and Mukhopadhyay (2006) who notes that girls belonging to the
poorest households have a 16% lower chance of attending primary schools than boys.
In the Bahraich villages financial constraints were highlighted as a major reason for
not sending children to school. The families were large, so out of 6 children, 2-3 may
be educated. Here, very few SC or poor OBC children proceeded beyond the primary
level. For Muslim girls, it was not even this, just a few years in the local madrasa.
Finally, there is a major issue of quality, related also to the financial burdens.
Secondary or post secondary education is linked to the notion of getting jobs, more so
in the government sector. But these are hard to come by in the current context. In
order to even be able to compete, the school education is seen as sorely lacking,
private tutors have to be appointed and they are expensive (see also Pratichi Trust,
2002, Rana et al, 2005, Majumdar, 2006). In the UP villages, private schools and
coaching centres have mushroomed and apart from the upper castes, many OBC boys
and girls too are joining these schools. Private education, though more expensive,
appears more promising in terms of its quality, and consequently returns. Parents and
children additionally complained of discrimination, including physical and verbal use.
SC girls probably bear the double stigma on account of their gender and caste.
Finally, with the anganwadi centres hardly operational, older SC girls here end up
either working for a wage or taking care of the domestic work burdens rather than
going to middle school. Interestingly it is a very similar pattern for the OBCs, but
additionally OBC girls are also married off early. These girls were however not
without aspirations. They wanted a secondary school at the panchayat level, easily
accessible to them as well as opportunities for vocational training that could help
them find jobs in the future.
Another noteworthy difference between the SC and Other women is that for the latter,
the outcomes for urban women are sharply better than their rural counterparts,
especially for “graduates and above”. The proportion of urban Other girls who are
literate up to primary has been declining over the period. That could be due to the fact
that a larger number is proceeding on to the next stage, as indeed the graph indicates.
It may be worth mentioning a few key developments in the education sector in the last
few years that suggest a much worse scenario for girls and women in the future. With
the push to meet international commitments and universalise education, the
government has adopted various short-term measures such as the recruitment of local
para-teachers to support teaching in remote areas and thus ensure universal coverage.
This in itself is not a bad move. However, it gets problematic when there is no
simultaneous move to recruit and appoint trained teachers in these schools. There are
a large number of vacancies in teaching positions, especially in remote areas, and not
sufficient response to fill these vacancies. While the para-teachers are often highly
committed, lacking both qualifications as well as training, there is a limit to their
capacity to deliver high quality education.
Realising this and fully aware of the importance of education for economic mobility,
the middle classes have completely moved away from public education. There is a
trend even amongst the poor to where possible send their children to private schools.
Private schools however cost money and hence parents often have to choose which
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child should go, and here, girls tend to lose out to their brothers. As the Probe Report
notes, “parents are not generally opposed to female education, but they are reluctant
to pay for it” (1999:97). Ramachandran and Sahjee (2002) argue that soon one will
find a new segregation in basic education – with Scheduled Castes, Scheduled Tribes
and girls going to poorly-run and ill-equipped government schools and all the others
attending private schools. With an increasing privatisation of education, there is
evidence of growing gaps – those with resources are likely to benefit, and those
without will get even further marginalised in relative terms.
Figure 3.4 shows the great disparity in gender gaps in literacy across states, that the
other graphs, using aggregate data, tend to hide. Thus the biggest gap is almost 20%
between states. This underlines the importance of regional factors as well as gender
and social group when considering education. Most of the contemporary states in
India were formed at the time of independence in 1947 via a linguistic reorganisation
of the erstwhile princely states. Some contemporary states such as Chhatisgarh,
Jharkhand, Uttaranchal are a result of a recent re-organisation of some of the other
bigger states; some others such as Goa and Delhi were granted statehood at different
times after independence. Thus, the states of India represent very diverse histories and
ethnic/community compositions. Some regions have had a more vigorous social
reform within Hinduism and it is not unlikely that this specific history might influence
access to primary education for SCs and women: groups that have traditionally been
denied access to basic education. However, the current data sets do not allow us to
test for a set of influences that have operated through centuries.

Figure 3.4 Gender Gap in Literacy, by State 2004/05
Total
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Source: Authors’ calculations using NSSO Employment and Unemployment Surveys, various rounds

The Annual Status of Education Review (ASER, 2006) found that it was not parental
demands that kept children out of school; these related to inadequate infrastructure,
insensitive teachers and uninteresting curricula. As Ramachandran (2004: 86) notes,
‘hierarchies of access’ are discernible at all levels of the education system. The
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presence of a good quality government school, which functions regularly, can help
overcome many problems, especially for the deprived sub-groups of SCs and STs and
girls amongst them. This will however require enhanced investments rather than lowcost options, which include incentives, making the curricula both relevant and
interesting, introducing flexible school timings with crèche facilities, but most
important, addressing the issue of recruitment and training of teachers (Tilak, 2005).
Within-household education gap, by social group
The analysis so far has focussed on aggregate levels of the gender gap in education,
but it is of some interest to take a closer look at what this implies at the household
level, since it is likely that higher intra-household inequality in educational
achievements translates into lower bargaining power for the disadvantaged party,
which, as will be explained in a subsequent section, has implications for growth.
Table 3.4 and Table 3.5 show in some detail that intra-household gender inequality in
educational achievements is greatest (i.e. worst) for upper-caste Hindus, followed by
SCs, Muslims, STs and Others, in that order.
One plausible hypothesis is that intra-household gender inequality in educational
achievements is ceteris paribus higher if the female labour force participation rate is
lower. “If women don’t work, they don’t need to be educated,” so the reasoning could
go. The prima facie evidence, presented in Table 3.5, is mixed. Applying the simple
test of a correspondence between rank order in a high education gap and low FLFPR,
it may be seen that upper-caste Hindus and Scheduled Castes have more, Muslims and
Others less, and Scheduled Tribes about the amount of gender inequality in education
that their FLFPRs would suggest. Other factors must be at work.
Education Gap
-5

Table 3.4 Education Gap, by Social Group
Upper-Caste Scheduled Scheduled Muslims
Hindus
Castes
Tribes
0.95
0.70
0.48
0.70

Others

Total

0.18

0.78

-4

2.77

2.15

1.33

1.56

0.87

2.28

-3

6.64

4.70

2.87

4.03

4.91

5.56

-2

15.08

11.12

8.57

10.43

12.95

13.12

-1

26.21

21.88

21.86

22.75

21.07

24.29

0

41.16

54.84

61.50

53.56

46.83

47.31

1

5.13

3.37

2.44

5.39

9.17

4.80

2

1.69

1.04

0.80

1.36

3.17

1.53

3

0.33

0.16

0.13

0.12

0.66

0.28

4

0.03

0.02

0.00

0.10

0.15

0.04

5

0.02

0.01

0.03

0.00

0.04

0.02

Source: Dubey et al. (2007) [Background paper to the report]
Note: The Education Gap is calculated as Female Educational Attainment minus Male Educational Attainment. It
is at the household level, thus the two prominent members of the household are chosen. The numbers refer to
educational levels as follows: 1 = illiterate; 2 = up to primary; 3 = middle; 4 = matriculation; 5 = higher
secondary; and 6 = graduate and above. Therefore positive numbers refer to females achieving a higher level of
education than men and vice versa.
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Table 3.5 FLFPR and Education Gap, by Social Group
Upper-Caste Scheduled Scheduled Muslims Others

Hindus
Weighted
Education Gap
FLFPR

Castes

Total

Tribes

-82.4

-64.26

-50.75

-56.57

-47.79

-71.27

46.05

50.69

59.4

36.21

44.15
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Source: Dubey et al. (2007) [Background paper to the report]
Note: The Weighted Education Gap is calculated by multiplying the education gap (defined in the note to the
previous table) with the proportion of instances of this particular gap occurring, and then summing across. Thus a
larger minus shows a larger gap.

Male and female educational achievements and implications for income growth
In this section we obtain evidence that the effects of female education on income
growth are larger than those of male education. Regional differences in the gender gap
between male and female educational achievements account for a substantial part of
the implied growth difference. We do not find similar strong implications for growth
of differences in gender equality in education of social groups.
We use recent panel data in order to compute implications for household income
growth of differential educational achievements of men and women. The results of a
random effects panel data regression are reported in Table 3.6. Only coefficients of
interest here are reported, but included in the regression are a large number of mainly
standard controls that are not reported on here. The dependent variable is the natural
logarithm of equivalised (i.e. equivalence-scale adjusted per capita) household
income.
As will be seen in the next section, coefficients on male labour force participation are
higher than those on female labour force participation (which is understandable, since
male wages are higher). But remarkably, coefficients on female education, always
significant, are higher than those on male education, which are in addition not
significant at lower levels of education. The interpretation of the coefficients is that
they are the effect of a particular educational achievement on income growth
compared to that of illiteracy, which is the omitted category. The estimation technique
filters out reverse causation, i.e. the effect of income growth on educational
achievements.
That the effects of female education on household income growth are higher for all
levels than those of male education is a strong result. It is consistent with the
conjecture discussed at the beginning of this section that where historically one group
has been discriminated against in access to education, marginal returns on investing in
that group’s education are relatively high. On the other hand, it is not immediately
obvious what the pathways are through which female education outperforms male
education in its effects on income growth. Through labour market participation is
unlikely, as female labour market participation and wages are much lower than those
for men, as will be seen in the next section. Alternative possibilities are that female
education influences women’s influence in their households, reduces fertility, and
increases female supply response disproportionately – these, and their implications for
growth, are examined in subsequent sections.
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Table 3.6 Household income growth and male and female educational achievement
(Dependent variable: log-equivalised household income)
Variable

Coefficient

Standard Error

Intercept

8.095

0.113

*

Round

0.445

0.029

*

Scheduled Castes

-0.035

0.017

Scheduled Tribes

-0.067

0.024

Muslims

-0.009

0.025

Others

-0.164

0.038

Household social group
*
*

Education variables
Male up to primary

-0.005

0.012

Male middle

0.030

0.013

Male matriculation & higher secondary

0.102

0.014

*

Male graduate & above

0.264

0.022

*

Female up to primary

0.048

0.013

*

Female middle

0.092

0.014

*

Female matriculation & higher secondary

0.169

0.019

*

Female graduate & above

0.368

0.037

*

Log of household landholdings

0.169

0.012

*

Ditto cropped land

0.090

0.008

*

Ditto irrigated land

0.102

0.006

*

N
R-squared (within)

45,468
0.287

R-squared (between)

0.4162

R-squared (overall)

0.406

Wald Chi-Squared
25694.58
Source: Dubey et al (2007) [Background paper to the report]
Notes: Random effects panel data regressions (GLS is used as the estimator) – see Annexure 3A for details;
included but not reported in the table are state dummies, a set of employment controls, a set of controls for
household composition, a set of village controls, and a set of interaction terms of educational achievements for
men and women by social group.

We next computed implications of gender inequality in educational achievements for
observed income growth, using the following procedure. We used all coefficients on
education terms in the regression to compute the component of income growth
differences between social groups or regions of interest that is due to differences in all
educational achievements between these groups or regions, and then computed the
part of that component that is due to differences in female education. If regions or
groups differ in both male and female educational achievements, then the model
allows one to compute their separate contributions to income growth differences.
India’s South has better overall educational achievements than the North, especially
for women (i.e. the difference between South and North in women’s levels of
education is much higher than that in men’s); 86% of the implied growth difference is
due to differences in female education, according to the model. Upper-caste Hindus
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have higher levels of education than the population as a whole, but slightly more
gender inequality; as a result, the contribution of female education to its higher
growth (insofar as due to education) is slightly lower than half, 47%. The
corresponding figures for SCs, STs and Muslims are 56%, 56% and 39%,
respectively. When comparing upper-caste Hindus with Scheduled Castes, we find
that 52% of the implied growth difference is due to different levels of female
education. (Again, the closer these figures are to 50%, the less of the growth
difference is due to differences in gender inequality in educational achievements.) We
thus find that regional differences in gender inequality in education have much starker
implications for growth (with less inequality being better for growth) than differences
between social groups.
Conclusions and Policy Implications
This section has documented the persistence of gender divides in educational
achievements, by social group and location, and computed implications for growth.
The difference between social groups in gender inequality in education does not
account for much of the growth difference between them. In economic terms, this
means that each social group is guided roughly to the same extent by labour market
prospects when deciding on investing in the education of boys and girls. It remains
true, of course, that SCs and STs are as a group (both males and females) significantly
less educated than other groups. The difference between North and South India in
gender divides in educational achievements, by contrast, accounts for a substantial
part of the implied growth difference. Both in South India and in North India, but
much more so in the latter region, females relative educational status is sub-optimal,
even from a narrow economic efficiency point of view alone. What should be done?
Chakrabarti and Joglekar (2006) analysing the patterns and changes in the allocation
of government funds for education before and after the introduction of new economic
policies in 15 major Indian states, find that while a growth in state real per capita
income is seen to enhance educational expenditures, most states have witnessed a
decline in the post-reform era. They found that states with a higher proportion of
scheduled caste population had a significantly lower expenditure on education at
aggregate, elementary and higher level. This is particularly discouraging in view of
the fact that these social groups already lag behind others in terms of their educational
status and need enhanced investments in order to catch up with other groups. Similar
results were also obtained for the scheduled tribes. The coefficient of sex ratio enters
with a negative significant coefficient in majority of the cases, clearly highlighting the
need for government to put sustained effort in designing policies and allocating
resources targeted towards female population. Finally, the coefficient of “rural” is in
general positive and significant at aggregate and elementary level. Financial burdens,
the long distance to school, lack of reliable transport have all been cited as major
reasons for dropout at the middle school level, in addition to the risks and norms
associated with puberty for girls. Dearth of private providers in rural areas implies
that the government has to assume a significant role in terms of provision of
educational facilities in rural areas. However, government commitment is more
apparent at the elementary stage than at higher levels (Tilak, 2006).
What seems apparent is the continued need for state intervention and affirmative
action in education. However, in order to have an impact, this education needs to be
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of high quality, to ensure learning (see also Mehta, 2006, Educational Initiatives and
Wipro, 2006, on this point) such that it can eliminate sources of disadvantage, rather
than maintaining quotas purely on grounds of caste identity. In the case of higher
education in particular, Deshpande and Yadav (2006) propose an alternative model of
affirmative action which is evidence-based, and addresses the multiple sources of
group and individual disadvantage (caste, region, gender and rural/urban residence) as
well as its interaction effects with different dimensions and degrees of disadvantage
(parental occupation and type of school attended as proxies for class and quality)
rather than a uniform caste-based quota.
Incentives for education have existed in India since 1921, when the Indian national
leadership strongly felt the need for provision of not only ‘free education’, but also a
liberal provision of other forms of positive student support such as free supplies of
educational equipment or clothing, provision of free school meals and other health
services, hostels and scholarships (Naik, 1975). An incentive is a reward for a specific
behaviour, hence designed to encourage and motivate that behaviour, be it in terms of
enrolment, retention, or completion. These incentives may be tangible (as in being
financial or material) or non-tangible (as in extending appreciation). All stakeholders
(school authorities, donors, programme planners and the community) value incentive
programmes, but the continuing disparities suggest the need to change strategy
somewhat to ensure the desired outcomes in terms of participation in schools, but also
attitudinal and behavioural changes of all parties concerned in relation to learning
(Educational Resource Unit, 2006). While financial, infrastructural and other
incentives related to mid-day meals and health matters are indeed valuable, these have
not succeeded in improving learning outcomes, especially for the disadvantaged.
Perhaps there is need to think of additional incentives to reward schools and teachers
who work towards elimination of educational disadvantage and enhanced learning in
their own contexts.
Apart from continuing with incentives to the student, the household and the school,
there is need to also ensure reliable, safe and affordable transport to the village/town
that has a middle school. In the medium term, the focus should be on establishing a
middle/secondary school in every village. Increasing proportion of women teachers as
well as the provision of toilets for women (both teachers and students) is likely to
improve attendance.
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Section 4
Employment
Motivation
Country case studies routinely report the presence of barriers to female employment
in both the public and the private formal sector. Klasen and Francesca (2003) use
cross-country regressions in order to examine the extent to which gender gaps in
education and employment reduce growth. The effects are considerably larger than
when education alone is considered (discussed in Section 3). Depending on the
specification, between 0.9 and 1.7 percentage points of the current growth difference
between East Asia and the Pacific on the one hand, and the Middle East and North
Africa on the other are accounted for by differences in the gender gaps in education
and employment between the regions.
For India, there is systematically obtained evidence that labour market discrimination
suppresses growth not only significantly but also substantially. Esteve-Volart (2004)
uses a panel of sixteen Indian states for estimating the impact on growth of low
female-to-male ratios, first, in the labour force and second, in managerial positions.
The estimated coefficients are not only statistically significant but also large. For
example, a hypothetical increase by one standard deviation of the ratio of female-tomale workers would increase output per capita by 37 percent, according to the model.
A similar exercise, using the estimated coefficients, suggests that if all Indian states
were characterised by Karnataka’s female-to-male ratio in managerial positions, total
output would increase by 35 percent. Although one should be wary of extrapolating
regression results, they do suggest that India’s massive underutilisation of female
potential for measured economic activity comes at a high price in terms of measured
growth forgone.
Female Labour Force Participation Rates (FLFPRs) half those of men
We first present the trend in LFPRs (number of persons in the labour force per 100
persons) by gender and caste (for all persons over 15) for rural and urban over the
four NSS rounds. The rural female LFPR (by usual principal status, see the appendix
to this section for definitions) declined slightly from 1983 to 1994-95, to rise to the
initial level by 2004-05 (Figure 4.1). Thus, over the two decades, it has virtually
remained the same with negligible fluctuations. The same is true for male LFPRs,
thus the overall picture is that of very little change in the LFPRs in rural India over
the two decades. Urban LFPRs show a similar trend, with the difference that urban
female LFPRs are roughly half that of their rural counterparts. There is some
discussion about the causes of the rural urban disparity in the literature (Sundaram,
2004, Papola and Sharma, 1999, Hirway, 2002, Swaminathan, 2004, Unni and
Raveendran, 2007, Ghose, 1999). While urban areas seem to afford more
opportunities, the nuclear/small family setting means greater burden for the working
women in terms of handling the double demand of domestic as well as employment
related work. Often that might mean that women drop out of the labour force
altogether. Table 4.1 reveals that LFPR by subsidiary status is higher by at least four
percentage points than by principal status especially in the urban context. This
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suggests that a lot of women enter the labour force for short periods during the year,
balancing constraints of domestic work such that they are out in the labour force when
conditions at home are more favourable.

Figure 4.1 LFPR, by Sex and Urban/Rural over time
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Source: Authors’ calculations using NSSO Employment and Unemployment Surveys, various rounds

Table 4.1 LFPRs,by Gender and Social Caste, 2004/05
Rural
Urban

Men

Women

Gender and
FLFPR Types

Principal
Subsidiary
Weekly
Daily
Principal
Subsidiary
Weekly
Daily

ST

SC

OBC

58.49

38.20

38.12

69.77

52.19

59.95

Others

ST

SC

OBC

Others

26.67

30.69

25.66

23.05

16.18

50.09

38.52

35.67

30.17

27.66

19.56

44.44

43.32

33.54

30.73

28.70

25.73

18.69

50.84

36.56

36.00

26.98

28.33

25.70

23.00

16.85

88.78

86.00

84.66

82.76

77.20

80.99

80.71

76.42

89.68

87.05

85.77

83.95

77.69

81.38

81.47

76.96

87.63

85.49

84.37

82.72

75.63

80.79

80.82

76.63

84.85

82.91

82.39

80.91

74.43

79.50

80.00

76.10

Source: Authors’ calculations using NSSO Employment and Unemployment Surveys, 61st round
Note: ‘FLFPR types’ refers to whether participation is measured on a daily or weekly level and so forth; for
precise definitions see Annexure 3B.

A similar picture of virtually stagnant LFPRs reveals itself when we look at LFPRs by
social groups (Figure 4.2). LFPRs are highest for STs (slightly over 60 percent),
followed by SCs (slightly under 60 percent), followed by OBCs (slightly over 55%),
followed by others (about 50 percent). The figures over time need to be interpreted
with care. The 38th and the 50th rounds did not have an OBC category, so the “Others”
category included everyone other than SC or ST. The last two rounds of the NSS do
have the OBC category, so the erstwhile Others is now split into OBC and the non-
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SC-ST-OBC residual. So what appears as a “decline” in the Others LFPR is in fact
due to a redefinition of categories.

Figure 4.2 Total LFPR, by Social Group
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Source: Authors’ calculations using NSSO Employment and Unemployment Surveys, various rounds
Note: The OBC category is not available for the first two rounds, and while there is a ‘non ST/SC’ category, the
categories are kept ‘consistent’ so as to facilitate comparison.

When we examine LFPRs by social groups and gender (Table 4.1), it turns out that
whereas overall, SC LFPRs are greater than that for Others for all definitions of
LFPRs (based on principal, subsidiary, weekly and daily status), it is the difference in
female LFPRs that contribute to this. For males only, Others have a higher LFPR, but
the picture is completely reversed for women, where SC women have substantially
higher LFPRs than “Other” women: respectively 40 percent versus 25 percent in rural
areas, and 25 versus 15 in urban areas. This is due to the fact that there are far greater
taboos on the public visibility of upper caste women and working for wages is seen as
a mark of low status. Dalit women, apart from facing fewer taboos, do not have the
luxury of remaining outside the labour force as compelling poverty pushes them out
to seek work (Liddle and Joshi, 1986, Deshpande, 2001b).
In the rural context, the scheduled caste and scheduled tribes, both men and women
dominate agricultural work. For the SCs, much of this is likely to be agricultural wage
work as they are either landless or marginal land-holders (please see section on
assets). The STs do own land and a large number of them are cultivators, yet due to
poor quality of land, their own poverty and lack of public investment, they
additionally join the agricultural labour force. Upper caste women continue to report
agricultural work, but this is more likely to involve supportive activities and postharvest work, rather than working on the fields (Gupta, 2002, Kumari, 1998,
Nakkeeran, 2003, Kapadia, 2002).

54

On the whole, the picture is one of stagnant LFPRs over the two decades. During
India’s modern growth period, the LFPR for rural males stayed close to 85 percent,
that of urban males to 80 percent, of rural females slightly under 40 percent, and that
of urban females stayed close to 20 percent. The contrast between these groups is
remarkable, as well as that their LFPRs stayed more or less constant. Males continue
to have much higher LFPRs than females; and rural females much higher rates than
urban females.
Employment and under-employment
Figure 4.3 shows the employed percentages by principal status for male, female and
all over the four rounds. For rural India, the overall proportion of people employed
by principal status remained virtually stagnant over 1983-1993, dropped between
1993-1999 and then increased to the 1983 level by 2004-05. So, overall, over the
entire period the proportion has remained stagnant. Urban India shows a more or less
similar picture. Thus, the latter half of the nineties was characterized simultaneously
by a high growth rate of output and by stagnation in employment -- the “jobless
growth” phenomenon that has been extensively written about (Bhattacharya and
Sakthivel, 2003, Sundaram, 2001, Chaddha and Sahu, 2002, Hirway, 2002, Bhalotra,
1998, GOI, 2001).
Figure 4.3 Percentage Employed According To Principal Status, Urban and Rural
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Source: Authors’ calculations using NSSO Employment and Unemployment Surveys, various rounds

Disaggregated by gender, we see that both groups show a similar trend over time, but
the disparity in employment rates between men and women is striking. The proportion
of rural women employed is less than half that of men. This disparity is even sharper
for urban areas, where the proportion of men employed is around 54 while that of
women is around 12-13 percent. Also, the proportion of urban men over the two
decades has risen by two percentage points, while that of rural men has risen by one
percentage point.
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While women’s labour force participation rates remained stubbornly flat in urban
India from 1983 to 2000, there is an increase in 2004-5, especially for women with
below primary levels of education4, concentrated in the self-employed sector, mainly
in low paid jobs in the service sector, either in schools and hospitals or as domestic
help in households (Unni & Raveendran, 2007, Himanshu, 2007). In the rural sector,
while men have been diversifying from agriculture to the services sector, women’s
involvement in agriculture has remained stable. This has disadvantaged women who
have lost out on the higher wages in the non-farm sector while bearing the brunt of the
stagnation in the agricultural sector (Papola, 1999).
The insights from the field are very interesting in this regard and offer some
explanation into the processes of employment creation or the lack of it for women.
Much of the agricultural land of Kazakpur village in Gorakhpur has been sold to
urban land developers in the last decade. While men have taken to petty trade,
brokering, rickshaw pulling or a range of private jobs in the city, no similar
opportunity is available to the women, increasingly confined to their homes. In the
interior village Sanaha, a large number of men now migrate to Mumbai, Gujarat, Goa
and even the middle east (especially Muslim) for a range of labour tasks. A similar
situation prevails in Bahraich. The women generally stay at home, perhaps
maintaining a few milch animals. Muslim women may take up stitching or
embroidery work at home, a similar pattern in West Bengal, and indeed across India
were Muslim women are seen to dominate in different categories of home-based work
(Sachar, 2007). But only the poorest of the Muslim women do this work: its laborious,
has to be done on time despite all the domestic work for a contractor. It is highly
exploitative too: for embroidering a sari, a worker is paid about Rs 800-1000 and it
takes almost a month to finish one. The same sari sells in Kolkata for about Rs 4500.
However, as Jaheda Begum, a kantha worker herself who also sub-contracts, puts it,
“Where do we have the contacts and the resources do what the contractor does? We
know its exploitative but something is better than nothing.” It is only the SC and
poorer OBC women who engage in agricultural and other forms of labour, when
available. Combine harvesters have deprived women of additional days of work in
agriculture.
While some non-farm opportunities have indeed become available in the local areas,
employers are not keen to employ women workers. This is perhaps best reflected in
the response to the question as to what he thinks of employing women of a petrol
pump owner in Gajol (the block headquarters) in Malda: “Tell me how many petrol
pumps in Kolkata employ women?” In Gajol, a brick kiln owner employs some
women but says that he does so on humanitarian grounds and that men work better. A
jute businessman (buying jute, sorting and packing into bales and loading them for
transportation looks very puzzled when asked about the prospects of employing
women: “Look this is not a bank. It’s a jute araat (wholesale depot). It is hard work.
Even the Bengalis can’t do it. I get labour from the Bihar border as those men can
work harder.” Several rice mills have come up in the Galsi-Khetura area. They all
employ women, but not the locals, preferring again migrant workers from Jharkhand.
In Bahraich, a similar response was obtained from the owner of a dal (lentils) mill –
men were better able to perform both labour and managerial jobs. A brick-kiln owner
4

More than 40% have no education and less than 6% have tertiary education (Mohanty, 2006).
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here did employ women too, as part of family groups, but similar to Gupta’s (2003)
study of brick-kilns in Haryana and Uttar Pradesh, only men were on the muster rolls
as workers, women included as part of ‘family labour’. While all these employers
seemed aware of the labour laws, they were practiced minimally.
While some non-farm opportunities have indeed become available in the local areas,
employers are not keen to employ women workers. This is perhaps best reflected in
the response to the question as to what he thinks of employing women of a petrol
pump owner in Gajol (the block headquarters) in Malda: “Tell me how many petrol
pumps in Kolkata employ women?” In Gajol, a brick kiln owner employs some
women but says that he does so on humanitarian grounds and that men work better. A
jute businessman (buying jute, sorting and packing into bales and loading them for
transportation looks very puzzled when asked about the prospects of employing
women: “Look this is not a bank. It’s a jute araat (wholesale depot). It is hard work.
Even the Bengalis can’t do it. I get labour from the Bihar border as those men can
work harder.” Several rice mills have come up in the Galsi-Khetura area. They all
employ women, but not the locals, preferring again migrant workers from Jharkhand.
In Bahraich, a similar response was obtained from the owner of a dal (lentils) mill –
men were better able to perform both labour and managerial jobs. A brick-kiln owner
here did employ women too, as part of family groups, but similar to Gupta’s (2003)
study of brick-kilns in Haryana and Uttar Pradesh, only men were on the muster rolls
as workers, women included as part of ‘family labour’. While all these employers
seemed aware of the labour laws, they were practiced minimally.
Such insights are confirmed by long-term village studies. Ramachandran et al (2001)
found in their Tamil Nadu study that the days of overall work of women in hired
labour households (mostly SC) amounted to 147 on average, a figure that has
remained remarkably stable since 1976, but the agricultural component of the total
has dropped from 65 per cent in 1976-77 to 37 per cent in 1998-9. This mirrors the
position for India as a whole, where the total days of employment available to a
woman in a rural labour household has risen from 233 days in 1983 to 265 days in
1993-4, but days in agriculture have fallen steadily. Women have moved from
agriculture into two types of work – the first is that which pays more than daily rated
agricultural work (such as plantation work, construction, brick-kilns, road
construction and other public works), but is bodily more taxing5, and the second is
worse paid, piece-rate work, in this case mainly tamarind processing.
By social group, in rural India, the percentage employed is highest for STs, followed
by SCs and then Others (Figure 4.4). This ordering remains intact over the period,
even though the gap between SC and Others has narrowed over the last five years, and
for each group, the trend is similar to the overall trend. The differences among groups
are much less significant in urban areas, and in 1999-2000, SCs overtake the other
two groups slightly.

5

Quite a lot of the better paid work is for activities which make great physical demands on women’s
bodies, and the character of these jobs therefore may make women who are nutritionally challenged
unwilling to engage in them (Jackson and Palmer-Jones 1999).
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Figure 4.4 LFPR, by Social Group and Urban/Rural
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Source: Authors’ calculations using NSSO Employment and Unemployment Surveys, various rounds

Unemployment
Figure 4.5 shows the trend in the all-India unemployment rates. Annexure 3B contains
and discusses the definition of unemployment (number of persons unemployed per
1000 in the labour force) and the four measures of unemployment and what they
indicate. Comparing male and female usual principal status unemployment rates, (a
measure indicating chronic unemployment), we see a sharp contrast between rural and
urban trends6. In rural India, for both men and women, the unemployment rates
declined from 1983-1993-4 to rise by 1999-2000 with a sharper rise by 2004-05. The
unemployment rates for men were higher than those for women in all years except in
2004-05, when the rates for women overshot the rates for men.
As mentioned in the last section, data from the field points towards male efforts to
diversify into a range of self-employment activities as own account workers or small
employers, a majority in trade and repair activities, with women mainly assisting as
unpaid family workers. The Arjun Sengupta Report on Conditions of Work and
Promotion of Livelihoods in the Unorganised Sector, categorises “77 per cent,
totalling 836 million people, with an income roughly below $2 in PPP terms, as the
poor and vulnerable segment of the Indian population” (NCEUS, 2007: 6). The
insecurity of work and low returns have been well documented (see Ghosh and
Chandrasekhar, 2006), creating the push for protective legislation discussed in section
3.

6

If we look at the daily and weekly status unemployment rates, these are much higher than the usual
status ones and with lower rural-urban differentials than those for usual status. The analysis is not
presented here but is available on request.
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Figure 4.5 Unemployment Rate, 1983-2004/05
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Note: Unemployment rate is defined as the percentage of persons unemployed in the labour force

The urban unemployment rates show a different pattern. First, for both men and
women, the urban rates are far greater than the rural rates, with the rates for urban
women over 3 percentage points higher than those for rural women. Second, for men,
the rates show a steady downward trend over the two decades, whereas for women, it
is almost a steady upward trend, with a blip in 1999-00 from the previous round, but
still higher than the first round. But overall urban rates show a downward trend
because of the downward trends in the male rates. This can possibly be explained by
the increase in male migration to urban areas for low-paid contractual jobs in the
private sector – hospitals, schools, hotels, franchises, and so on (Deshingkar and Start,
2003). Hotel and dhaba owners in both Bahraich and Bardhaman, also employed a
large number of local workers, but no women, primarily due to the long working
hours required. There is however no job security and high job mobility. As Jeffrey et
al (2005) show, based on their longitudinal study in Bijnor, UP, a lot of educated
youth prefer to take such jobs in the towns and cities, albeit for short periods of time,
instead of remaining unemployed, as a pathway to a better future. It is seen as whitecollar and status-giving, preferable to engaging in manual work. Third, for all the
years, the female rates are higher than the male rates. Thus, overall, we see much
higher unemployment rates for urban India compared to rural India. However, the
trend in the former is that of a decline, sharply differentiated by gender, whereas the
latter shows an increasing trend, with a smaller gender differential and not always in
the same direction as the urban.
By social group, Figure 4.6 shows that rural SCs have the same trend as rural women,
but rural STs who have significantly lower rates than SCs (and Others) show a steady
upward trend. Urban SCs show a decline over the first three data points but then
increase for 2004-05. With a growing number of educated SCs, reservations in jobs
are clearly not sufficient for ensuring employment to all those seeking it, while social
disadvantages including lack of access to resources and credit, makes it difficult for
them to set up successful enterprises (see also section 8).
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Figure 4.6 Unemployment Rate, by Social Group and Urban/Rural 1983-2004/05
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Source: Authors’ calculations using NSSO Employment and Unemployment Surveys, various rounds

Occupational Distribution
Table 4.2 shows the distribution of households by broad types and the change in this
distribution over time. “Household type” indicates the nature and type of work from
which the household derives its major income. Households are categorised into
different types depending on the economic activity of the members of the household
during 365 days preceding the date of survey from which major income of the
household was generated.
Table 4.2 Occupation, by Rural/Urban 1983-2004/05
1983 1993-94 1999-00

Urban

Rural

Self-employed in non-agriculture
Agricultural labour
Other labour

2004-05

11.7

12.69

13.41

15.76

30.71

30.34

32.18

25.82

6.57

7.95

7.93

10.88

Self employed in agriculture

40.73

37.83

32.74

35.92

Others

10.29

11.19

13.68

11.62

Self-employed

19.79

33.7

34.43

37.53

Regular wage/salaried earnings

43.36

41.76

41.29

Casual labour

13.21

13.88

11.78

9.73

9.83

9.4

Others

80.21

Source: Authors’ calculations using NSSO Employment and Unemployment Surveys, various rounds

For rural households, not surprisingly, self employed in agriculture and agricultural
labour comprise the two major categories. The proportion of the latter increased over
the first three data points but dropped by almost seven percentage points between
1999-2000 and 2004-5. Mechanisation processes may provide some insight into this.
In Burdwan, well known in the country for the adoption of HYV agriculture even in
the 1970s, not only are tractors used (not a single household could be found that uses
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a plough) irrigation pumpsets have become common. The traditional dugout is no
longer in vogue. Of course, no women, unlike in Punjab, drive tractors. Even weeding
and threshing, that generated substantial employment for women of the lower castes
and the adivasis, is under threat as mechanical threshers have come in and also
weedicides are increasingly being used. Substantial employment is generated in paddy
cultivation in transplanting, threshing and for a few days in weeding still. The bigger
and even the middle farmers prefer to employ migrant labour from Santal Parganas in
Jharkhand, leaving the local labour to migrate to other villages, foraging for the scant
labour that is available. The proportion of the self-employed in agriculture followed
exactly the opposite trend: dropped over the first three rounds and then rose over the
third and the fourth data point. It is not clear if these two are causally related.
Indicative either of a structural shift or of stagnation in employment possibilities in
agriculture, we see that proportion of households involved in self employment in nonagriculture in rural areas is steadily increasing, even though proportions are much
smaller (16 percent in 2004-05) than those in agricultural activities (roughly 62
percent).
In urban India, regular salaried and self employed together comprise the two biggest
categories. In 1983, NSS classified households by only two types: self employed and
others. In subsequent rounds, more classificatory categories were added. We see in
Table 4.2 that between 1993/4 and 2004/5, the proportion of regular salaried
households decreased slightly (by roughly two percentage points). The proportion of
self employed households increased over the period, again the largest increase
corresponding to the last five years. The proportion of casual labour households
declined slightly over the last five years.
Disaggregating by caste, in rural India, there is a sharp distinction between SC and
other households (Figure 4.7). Agricultural labour comprises the single largest
category for rural SCs, however, the proportion has decreased from 54 percent in
1983 to 41 percent in 2004-05. The corresponding proportions of “Others” are 23 and
25, so there has been a slight increase in Other households in this category. For
Others, there is a clear indication of a move away from agriculture, as the proportion
of self employed in agriculture has also declined from 46 to 32 percent and those of
self employed in non-agriculture have increased from 13 to 22 over the entire period.
While the macro-data on migration by groups is not available to us (it would have
given a clearer picture of occupational shifts), the field studies, especially in Bahraich,
one of the poorest districts in Uttar Pradesh, did provide a picture. Daily labourers in
construction or the mills (dal), mainly SC, only go as far as Bahraich, some to Punjab
for short spells. Men from upper class families, both Brahmins and Muslims, have
started small businesses like hardware stores, mobile repair, rice polishing, outside the
village. Young Muslim men generally move to Mumbai, though some go to Lucknow
or Punjab. From Sanaha, the Gorakhpur village, the migration patterns are somewhat
different, though again totally male. The educated Yadav (OBC) men from here have
developed many contacts and networks in other states, so often end up in large cities
or metros, seeking private jobs through their networks.
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Figure 4.7 Occupation, by Caste
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In urban India, the two single largest categories for SCs are casual labour and regular
salaried employment, the latter reflecting the working of the affirmative action policy.
Over the period, we see an increase in the self employed category from 25 to 29
percent. For the Others, there is a decline in regular salaried from 44 to 30 percent
over the entire period, a slight decline in self employed from 35 to 30 percent over the
entire period, and a corresponding increase in “other” jobs, from 10 to 20 percent.
Since the bulk of new jobs in the wake of globalization are getting created in urban
areas, it is possible that the “other” jobs are reflecting this trend. One of the major
growth areas since the early 1990s has been the field of Information and
Communication Technologies (ICTs). The Task Force on Information Technology
emphasised the role of education, especially at the tertiary levels for making India a
knowledge superpower. It is precisely this last point that has made IT a symbol of
upper class/caste, male, and anglicized Hindu control, raising questions about whether
technology can really lead to a socially just life. This is because as discussed in the
section on education, women, the lower castes and Muslims lag far behind the rest in
terms of their educational attainments.7 Although IT is a new field, a “gendered”
division of labour is already visible with women concentrated in end-user, lower
skilled IT jobs related to word processing or data entry, comprising only small
percentages of managerial, maintenance, and design personnel in networks, operating
systems, or software development (Hafkin and Nancy, 2001, Mitter, 2000, Mazumdar
2004, Babu and Neetha 2004).

7

According to the Sachar Committee report, of all those attending post-graduate courses, only 8.9 per
cent belong to the SC/ST category and 6.4 per cent to Muslims, the number of girls within these groups
being marginal (Table 4.5 and Figure 4.14/4.15).
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Figure 4.8 shows the occupational distribution at the personal level for all women
older than 18 years by the principal activity status. For both rural and urban women,
“attended domestic duties” forms the single largest category. Hirway (ibid) links
greater involvement of women in domestic activities to the decline of female work
participation rates at a steeper rate than their male counterparts, revealed in the
subsequent NSS data set of 1999-2000. She argues that the concepts and methods
used by the NSSO to net work and workers, are not able to capture the work of the
poor, and particularly of women, satisfactorily. This is because a large part of the
workforce is employed in the ‘difficult to measure’ sectors (such as, subsistence work,
home based work or informal work) of the economy.
This is followed by casual labour and helper in domestic enterprise for rural women,
and by regular wage earner, self-employed and casual labour for urban women. The
differences between urban and rural women are large. Whereas it is about equally
likely, if they are employed, for the two categories to be self-employed, it is three
times more likely for rural women to be helpers in household enterprises or casual
labourers, and about four times more likely for urban women to be salaried
employees. This also emerges from Gupta’s (1993) study in two districts of West
Bengal, where she found that even though upper caste and Muslim women were not
allowed to work in the fields, they took on major responsibility for the agricultural
operations at home. Similarly, Ranjana Kumari’s (1998) study in Haryana finds that
nearly 29 per cent of the women provide family labour which implies that their work
remains unpaid. Another 41 per cent are doing domestic work which is not considered
‘work’. Eight per cent are wage workers, 3 per cent self-employed, besides a good
number of them employed in household production exclusively (see also Rawal,
2003, Chowdhry, 2007).

Figure 4.8 Women’s Principal Activity, by Rural/Urban
35

30

25

20
rural
urban
15

10

5

0

self-employed helper in hh
enterprise

regular wage casual labour

did not work
but was
available

attended
educational
institute

attended
domestic duty

others

Source: Authors’ calculations using NSSO Employment and Unemployment Survey, 61st round (2004/05)

63

Domestic work
Changes to domestic work burdens and gender divisions of labour may follow not
only from changing resource availability, but also as an effect of broader social
changes, elsewhere in labour relations. Agarwal’s (1982) study of women’s work
burdens in the Green Revolution villages of the Punjab suggested that while women
of the rich peasant class did not work in the fields anymore, their work burdens had
increased due to the need to prepare food for hired-in labour, enhanced post-harvest
work as well as the need to entertain guests more frequently to demonstrate their
economic position (see also Sharma 1980, Rawal, 2003). In their Palanpur study it
was found that the occupational structure changed, with a decline in village based
industries due to competition from urban areas and changing consumer preferences.
The rise in real wages for hired labour led some formerly non-labouring groups like
Thakurs to both engage in such work attracted by better wages, and to avoid using
service providers like washers and water carriers and do it themselves. The latter
might imply an increase in women’s unpaid domestic work in farming households
(Dreze 2002).
This also emerges from the sub-national study in West Bengal. Even in the early
1990s, in the Burdwan cluster, there were several non-farm work avenues for women
especially of the lower castes. The work included providing services to the clients.
These were caste specific and also depended on the caste standing of the service
provider to the client. Thus Kamar women (Karmakar now, ironsmiths) whose water
was accepted by the upper castes, would have their fixed clients where they would go
at regular intervals or on demand to make muri (puffed rice), chire (beaten paddy) or
khoi (popped paddy). Typically, they would be remunerated in rice or paddy and also
get some of the products made. Sometimes, when needed, these women would also
parboil paddy and de-husk the same. Napit (barber) women would have their fixed
clients for applying alta (red paint) on the feet of upper caste women or cut their nails.
The kumhar (potter) women would supply pots. Of course, all these services were
between the Hindus. The Muslims were excluded from such services. The Bagdi and
Bauri women often worked in others homes as domestic help.
Today in multi-caste villages like Khetura or Galsi, muri-making has virtually
stopped. Only in a few Muslim households is it made during festivities. With the
coming of rice mills and muri mills, virtually no one makes it at home. In fact, eating
muri as a snack too is on the decline, with the entry of “chowmein” and “maggi
noodles.” When needed, it is bought from the bazaar. The Napit women do not
provide their traditional services nor do the Kamar women. Beauty parlours have
come up and alta is no longer in fashion. The survey did not come across a single
traditional birth attendant in the Burdwan cluster as people prefer to go to nursing
homes and hospitals.
Examining the performance of domestic work by gender and caste as emerges from
the NSSO data presented in the Table 4.3 below is instructive. First, male
performance of domestic work across social categories in both rural and urban India
has steadily declined over the last two decades, indicating a growing rigidification in
the gender division of labour. It is slightly higher among ST men, as at least
seasonally, when women are busy with cultivation (e.g paddy transplanting), there is
no option but for them to help with domestic tasks (Rao, 2002).
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Secondly, burdens of domestic work for women in urban areas seem to be
substantially higher than in rural areas. This could be explained by the increase in
nuclear families and lack of support for many urban women. But it also points
towards what Hannah Papanek (1986) called ‘status production work’ – for many
urban women there is a growing pressure to maintain a lifestyle close to middle class
ones, which includes enhanced emphasis on care of children and the home, help with
home-work, attending meetings at school and so on. Women work harder to improve
household status as this has long-term pay-offs in terms of family welfare, thus
contributing to their own future security. Not surprisingly the demands for domestic
work are highest on OBC/Other urban women, but interestingly the urban SC women
are not far behind. A majority of them or their husbands may have public
employment on account of the reservation policy, but this leads them to follow
middle class practices.
Table 4.3 Percentage of Persons Doing Domestic Work, by Usual Principal Status

1983
M
SC: Rural
1.07
SC: Urban
0.57
ST: rural
1.28
ST:urban
1.33
OBC/Others: R 0.83
OBC/Others:U 0.48
All: Rural
0.81
All: Urban
0.47

F
39.97
47.25
26.56
43.41
44.81
51.3
36.28
44.26

1993-4
M
0.59
0.47
0.68
0.5
0.53
0.44
0.49
0.41

F
43.09
46.6
30.73
43.94
45.88
50.87
38.16
44.85

1999-00
M
F
0.55
39.19
0.56
46.03
0.59
25.39
0.74
41.24
0.43
43.64
0.39
50.93
0.49
35.71
0.41
45.21

2004-05
M
F
0.5
39.0
0.43
48.15
0.75
25.69
0.76
38.4
0.42
41.84
0.36
50.59
0.42
35.25
0.35
45.61

Source: Authors’ calculations based on NSSO Employment and Unemployment Surveys, various rounds

A possible explanation for the almost unchanging performance of domestic work in the
rural areas, even a slight decline, may be explained by the contribution of children,
especially girls. Although all India figures show that educational enrolments are
equalising between men and women, in many areas particularly rural localities, there
are still large disparities, especially in the transition from primary to the middle level.
This could be partly explained by the disproportionate call for girls’ labour at home. By
the time they reach their teens, girls are carrying out a greater share of everyday duties
such as collecting water, fuel, fodder, and cooking, cleaning and looking after other
members of the family (Menon-Sen and Shiva Kumar 2001, Govinda and
Bandyopadhyay, 2007). Girls therefore learn from an early age that household and
family maintenance is part of their role in society, as is the task of reproducing the next
generation.
In India, the ideological barriers between the private and the public sphere vary across
caste groups, yet the rigidification in divisions of labour that one notices from the Table
above seems to indicate that the separation of spheres is taking place nonetheless. A
major explanation can be found in the argument of ‘jobless growth’ (Ghosh, 1996) on
the one hand and the opportunities available for women on the other. As an SC woman
in UP pointed out, “there are no restrictions on our working, but the work environment
is not good: we are paid less than men, we cannot ask for higher wages, child-care is an
issue, and to top it all, we are often abused by our employers”.
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Those with some resources therefore seek to shift from wage employment to selfemployment. This has also been the direction of state support, setting up SHGs (Self
help Groups) of women that provides them with some credit for undertaking a range of
petty production or petty trade activities. Most women in the study sites who have
accessed such credit through SHGs have invested it in traditional activities such as
poultry, goat-rearing, dairy cattle or sewing/tailoring, the numbers however are few (4
out of 20 women interviewed in West Bengal and 3 in UP).
In West Bengal, a few ‘quasi-modern’ initiatives have also been taken through the
SHGs – provision of midday meals to government primary schools, or then the
establishment of mini-rice mills. Thus in Darbarpur village, between Galsi and Khetura,
the panchayat has started three mini-rice mills, where the women are supposed to buy
paddy, parboil it, de-husk it and sell the rice. The land has been acquired on lease from
the owners and the paddy floor cemented at considerable cost. The women however
don’t use the space: the drying yards are inconveniently located and the boiling
chambers are too high and don’t even have steps.
In UP, especially in the rural context, it is only women with a minimum of education
who have been able to undertake some form of micro-enterprise, whether tailoring or
petty vending. Those with a little more education have taken to providing private
tuitions or working as teachers in private schools. Those close to urban areas have
found jobs in the private sector – beauty and health care, internet/mobile services and
computer education. The latter however prefer men, who can work longer hours. Self
employment, entrepreneurship in particular, appears to offer fewer options to women to
earn decent incomes compared to men, constrained as they are by the ability to secure
loans as well as manage procurement of materials on the one hand and management of
their domestic tasks on the other.

Wages
Table 4.4 shows the trends in daily wage earnings (real wages, base 1983) for regular
salaried and casual workers. For rural India, both men and women show a steady
upward trend in daily real wages. However, two features are noteworthy. One, male
wages are consistently higher than female wages. Two, the gap between male and
female wages has been steadily rising from roughly 4.6 in 1983 to over 10 in 2004-05.
As the Table shows, for rural, the rate of growth for all has been declining over the
period (from 31 percent over 1993-1999/00 to 25 percent over 1999/00 to 2004/5),
however the gender divide is sharp, in that the rate of growth of male wages is higher
than that of female wages. An analysis of Agricultural Wages in India (AWI) data
from 1964-70 to 1990-97 for male and female agricultural labourers, confirms this
trend. (Chavan & Bedamatta, 2006: 4045), alongside a widening gap in male-female
earnings through the 1990s, especially in the southern states of Andhra Pradesh,
Kerala, Karnataka and Tamil Nadu. The restricted access for women in nonagricultural employment as well as the higher degrees of mechanisation leading to an
overall decline in labour requirements in agriculture in these states, could be
contributory factors.
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Table 4.4 Daily Wage Earnings, by Gender, Caste and Rural/Urban 1983-2004/05

Male Female ST
Rural

Urban

1983

SC

Others Total
& OBC Average

9.91

5.42

6.91

7.13

9.67

8.55

1993-94 13.64
1999-00 17.55
2004-05 22.12

7.4

9.32

10.12

13.25

11.79

10.27

11.8

12.82

18.66

15.42

11.98

14.44

16.36

21.88

19.26

20.65

12.04

14.52

13.77

20.33

19.15

1993-94 27.73
1999-00 36.71
2004-05 32.16

18.43

22.19

18.48

27.62

26.05

27.18

29.96

25.92

41.45

35.05

23.03

26.82

20.95

32.72

30.36

1983

Source: Authors’ calculations using NSSO Employment and Unemployment Surveys, various rounds
Note: Real wages are calculated using base 1983.

The Central Government and State Governments have fixed minimum wages under
the Minimum Wages Act. In the year 1997-98, the wages of agricultural workers in
the States ranged from Rs. 20 per day to Rs. 60 per day. Chavan and Bedamatta’s
(2006) analysis further points out that the earnings of female labourers were below
minimum wages for all states in 2001, with the exception of Himachal Pradesh,
Assam, Gujarat and Kerala, while this was not the case for men. Except for West
Bengal and Madhya Pradesh, most other states seemed to pay men over the minimum
wages. The enforcement of minimum wages in agriculture is a real problem because
inspectors are generally reluctant to visit farms and fields, and employers are reluctant
to cooperate with them whenever such visits are undertaken. The ordinary farm
labourer is not aware of the law or the machinery for enforcing minimum wages or
just accepts what he/she is given.
In urban India too, male wages are greater than female wages. However, the upward
trend in both wages can be seen over 1983 to 1999-00. There is a decline for both men
and women over 1999-00 and 2004-05. Ghosh and Chandrasekhar (2006) in their
paper “working for less”, point out that a striking feature of this scenario (falling real
wages along with relatively less regular employment) is the generally low expectation
level of most workers in terms of income from such work. A large number of workers
(10 per cent rural male and 25 per cent rural female) would apparently be satisfied
with monthly incomes well below the minimum wages in the country (less than Rs
1000).8 If the bar is raised to Rs 1500, then a fourth of men and half of women would
consider the amount remunerative. In urban areas, the expectations in general are
higher, though urban women workers appearing to have the lowest expectations of all
– 56 per cent satisfied with less than Rs 1500 per month. Despite these low
expectations, the 61st Round of the NSS suggests that in reality even these are not
achieved.
The absolute gap between male and female wages rises over the first three data points
(from 8.6 to 10.6) and declines to 9 in 2004-05. For urban workers, the last five years
have seen a sharp decline in the rate of growth of real wages, with the decline being
greater for women than for men, despite regulations to the contrary such as the Equal
8

Legal minimum wages vary across states, from a low of around Rs 45 per day in rural areas to Rs 120
a day in some urban areas. Assuming 24 days of work per month, this would mean a range of Rs 1080
to Rs 2880 per month.
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Remuneration Act. Hirway (2006), based on an analysis of the occupational wage
survey, Labour Bureau, Government of India, concludes that the gender wage
differentials were highest in the apparel industry. This wage discrimination is largely
due to women’s engagement in unskilled and semi-skilled work, lowest grades of
management work and other related productive work. A similar conclusion was
derived by Unni (2001) in a study of textile workers in Surat.
By social group, we can see (Table 4.4) that the wages for rural SCs increase steadily
over the entire period, a feature shared by all groups. For urban India, real wages for
SCs (and all groups) increase over the three data points but decline over 1999-00 and
2004-05. Thus, the trends by social group mirror those for gender.
Figure 4.9 shows gender-based wage differentials (in real terms, base 1983) for
salaried workers by education categories by gender and caste. It provides prima facie
evidence for gender discrimination: similarly educated men and women earn
significantly different real wages. For rural workers, the wage gap between men and
women has been rising over time for all educational categories, with a sharp rise in
the wage gap between 1999-00 and 2004-05.
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Figure 4.9 Gender Based Wage Differential for Salaried Workers,
by Education and Rural/Urban
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For urban workers, the picture is not as sharp. Illiterate workers see a continuous
increase in the gender wage gap over the period. Literate, up to primary, see an
increase and then a decline such that in 2004-05 the gap is almost the same as in 1983.
For workers who have studied up to middle school, the gap increases over the first
three data points and then declines but is still higher than in 1983. Secondary and
higher secondary pass workers have the smallest absolute gap (across all categories of
workers), but the trend is increasing over the period, with the gap remaining more or
less constant over 1999-2000 and 2004-05 (see also Unni and Raveendran, 2007).
The difference in human capital can be one explanation for the wage gaps between
gender and caste groups. The low level of education among women and lower caste
groups lead to lower wages and low end jobs for them. But as Bordia and Desai
(2002) point out, the clustering at the low end can also be a result of the structure of
the labour market itself, with not enough jobs available for women with higher levels
of education, making many such educated women withdraw from the labour force.
What could be possible reasons for such discrimination? A major one is the
‘invisibility’ and ‘taken for granted’ nature of much of women’s work. A second is
the almost exclusive responsibility of women for reproductive and household
maintenance tasks. A third is the ideological valuation of women as home-makers
rather than productive workers, hence allowing them at best to be seen as ‘secondary
earners’ (Chen et al, 1999, Bajaj, 1999, Mehrotra and Biggeri, 2007). Rao and
Hussain, in their case study of a garment industry in Delhi, note how women had
internalized the view that their work was only marginal. In talking about their work
identity and rights, women said “Yeh bhi koi kaam hai? Kamate to woh hain – main
to sirf pakati hoon (Is this work? He earns the living – I only do the cooking.)”
(1987:62). A majority of these women did not even know about the minimum wages
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act or other relevant laws. In her case study of the beedi shops in Keelapavoor district,
Gopal (1999) notes the shop-owners’ perception of women’s beedi work, when 28 of
the 42 shop-owners interviewed responded by saying that beedi work was spare time
work for women. All this contributes not just to the lower proportion of women in the
labour market, but more important, to wage differentials, lack of security and
independence of work, unpaid work and lower upward mobility in jobs.
While the work of the Scheduled Castes, both men and women, is not invisibilised in
the same way as women’s work, they too remain at the bottom end of the job market,
due to continued notions of untouchability and the segregation this creates in spheres
of work. Agricultural labour and manual scavenging are two sectors, both low paid,
where Scheduled castes, especially SC women, dominate.
Over the years several laws have been enacted and millions of rupees have been spent
to eradicate the practice of manual scavenging, a target for achieving the national goal
of complete eradication of manual scavenging being the end of Tenth Plan (2007).
The Employment of Manual Scavengers and Construction of Dry Latrines
(Prohibition) Act was passed in 1993. In 2002-03, the Union Ministry for Social
Justice and Empowerment admitted the existence of 6.76 lakh people who lift human
excreta for a living and the presence of 92 lakh dry latrines, spread across 21 States
and Union Territories. Civil society estimates are higher, almost 8 million (Zaidi,
2006, Mander, 2001, Narula, 2001, Thorat et al, 2006). The Safai Karamchari
Andolan's sample survey in 30 districts across India, confirmed the existence of both
private and community-run dry latrines serviced by manual scavengers in many urban
areas. Nearly 80 per cent of the scavengers, employed by the government, local
bodies, contractors or private homes are women (Viswanathan, 2006).
The evidence of discrimination is more persuasive when we look at highly educated
workers, since these workers would apply for jobs where “merit” should matter the
most and presumably, their own merit should be the most obvious owing to their high
levels of education. For the category “graduate and above”, rural wages have been
rising steadily for men and women and the rise of urban wages from 1983 is arrested
by a decline over 1999-00- 2004/05 for both men and women. Even though both
groups have experienced a rise in real wages, the gender gap in wages for this highly
educated category of workers has consistently widened for rural workers over time.
As a Muslim woman in Khetura, West Bengal commented, “Look at Rahima. She has
done two MAs yet finding a job was such a problem. Now she has just managed to get
a para-teachers job, paying barely Ra 1000 per month”, pointing both to the lack of
respectable jobs for women within the teaching profession and the increasingly low
paying nature of these jobs. For urban workers, the rise is even sharper, as real wages
for urban men first, are much higher than for women and have shown a lower decline,
so the wage gap for highly educated urban workers shows a sharply rising trend, even
during the period when the real wages themselves were declining.
Male and female labour force participation and implications for income growth
We use recent panel data in order to compute implications for household income
growth of differential rates of labour force participation of men and women (Table 4.5
presents a selection of the results). Coefficients on female employment variables are
lower than on corresponding male ones, and are in one case, self-employed women
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(including own account informal workers, and owners of business both in the formal
and informal sector), even statistically insignificant. An insignificant coefficient does
of course not mean (it cannot mean) that women’s earnings do not contribute to
household income. Rather, it suggests hat women work out of necessity, responding
to a drop in household income and making up for the shortfall.
The coefficient on female salaried employment is considerably higher than that on the
other female employment variables, but still less than 40 percent of the coefficient on
male salaried employment. For reasons discussed in this section and in Section 2, this
is more likely to represent a category of women that work out of choice. However, it
is quite wrong to suggest that promoting extra female labour force participation of
this type will on its own bring about extra growth, either at the micro level or at the
macro level. The precise argument is complex, but can be loosely paraphrased as
follows.
At the micro level, given constraints on labour supply because domestic duties have to
be taken care of, and given that female wages are lower than male wages, it must be
optimal for a typical household to supply more male than female labour. Observed
lower female than male LFPRs are thus consistent with households maximising
income growth. At the macro level, supposing for argument’s sake that labour
demand is exogenously given, promoting extra female employment will reduce male
employment. This is only good for growth if the average productivity of the female
workers that replace the male workers is higher than that of those they replace.
Productivity reflects human capital. Current levels of female and male human capital
reflect labour market conditions: in the light of employer preferences and social
norms in favour of male labour, gender inequality in human capital is optimal. It is
thus not a priori obvious that female workers will be more productive than the male
workers they replace; and it is thus not necessarily the case that promoting female
labour force participation will lead to extra GDP growth.
What to make then of Esteve-Volart’s findings, cited above, that promoting female
labour force participation will lead to massive extra growth in India? The model used
for these calculations implicitly assumes the removal of all barriers to female
participation: their “time poverty” that arises from their domestic duties, social norms,
employers’ preferences reflected in lower wages, parental discrimination in investing
in the human capital of boys more than in girls, barriers of all sorts in accessing and
continuing schooling, and so forth. If all these barriers were to be removed, then over
time the distortion in the allocation of talent that is implied by lower female than male
labour force participation would be removed as well – and that has large effects on
economic growth. However, until that time, maximising income growth at the
household level, and the growth of GDP per capita of the country as a whole, would
require a degree of gender inequality both in employment and in education (and
health care…). Whether that degree is higher than, lower than, or equal to the degree
that actually prevails is not something we have been able to investigate. In practice
this means that promoting female employment on its own cannot be guaranteed to
lead to extra growth. The barriers to female participation mentioned need to be
removed as well.
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Table 4.5 household income growth and male and female labour force participation
(Dependent variable: log-equivalised household income)
Variable

Coefficient

Standard Error

Intercept

8.081

0.113

*

Round

0.445

0.029

*

Scheduled Castes

-0.025

0.012

Scheduled Tribes

-0.071

0.020

Muslims

-0.003

0.019

Female, casual/low-waged labour

0.055

0.013

Female, self-employed (non-agricultural)

0.004

0.026

Female, salaried employment

0.182

0.035

*

Female, not employed

0.048

0.012

*

Male, casual/low-waged labour

0.114

0.010

*

Male, self-employed (non-agricultural)

0.291

0.013

*

Male, salaried employment

0.481

0.013

*

Male, not employed

0.107

0.014

*

Log of household landholdings

0.169

0.012

*

Ditto cropped land

0.090

0.008

*

Ditto irrigated land

0.102

0.006

*

Household social group
*

Others
Employment variables

N

*

45,468

R-squared (within)

0.287

R-squared (between)

0.415

R-squared (overall)

0.405

Wald Chi-Squared
24451.68
Source: Dubey et al. (2007) [Background paper to the report]
Notes: Random effects panel data regressions (GLS is used as the estimator) – see Annexure 3A for details;
included but not reported in the table are state dummies, a set of educational controls, a set of controls for
household composition, and a set of village controls

Conclusions and Policy Implications
Clearly women are not participating in the labour force to the extent expected,
especially in comparison to other developing countries. Policy needs to respond to a
few of the key problems faced by women in the labour force: namely, low wages and
wage discrimination, lack of child care facilities and exposure to sexual harassment
and abuse. With a majority of women in informal employment, these problems have
been difficult to address due to lack of a regulatory and monitoring mechanism. The
preference then is for self-employment, but for securing worthwhile returns,
education, time and access to resources, especially credit, are essential. While there
have been improvements in female education, these are less so post-primary, with
levels of education achieved hardly sufficient for running successful enterprises. The
issue of time poverty and lack of access to sufficient credit too remain and are
discussed more fully in the next to sections.
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Section 5
Gender Divisions of Labour and Female supply
Response
Policies that promote growth through incentives for more lucrative economic
activities may fail to reach women when the gendered division of labour is static, in
particular when women are “time poor” because of the burden of their domestic
activities. In Uganda, female supply response to the promotion of non-traditional
agricultural exports is highly inelastic (Whitehead et al. 2000), and regulatory barriers
to formalisation of a business have a disproportionate effect on female entrepreneurs
(Ellis et al. 2006), precisely for that reason. Supplementary policies are therefore
called for that address this time constraint.
“Poverty has pushed us to join the labour force. The only time we take a
break from working in the fields is during the late stages of pregnancy,”
says a female Santal agricultural labourer staying in Bompur, an
impoverished adivasi hamlet adjacent to Khetura and Galsi in Burdwan.
She adds, “I have to wake up at 3 in the morning to do the domestic work
otherwise I can’t cope with it. I can’t afford to sleep late.”
“I got married when I was 17”, says a Brahmin and graduate (BA) of
Khetura village. Before I got married, I wanted to become a nurse, but my
father said that girls from respectable families do not become nurses. After
my marriage, my in-laws did not want me to work perhaps because my
husband earns enough to maintain the household and also because of our
high status: we are bhadroloks. We can’t do manual work; we can’t work
in the fields like the Bagdis and the Bauri women. These will lower our
social status. Then there is the domestic work burden too: homemaking,
bringing up children takes a lot of time. And then where is the respectable
work available for women like me? So many women and men too who are
highly educated do not get jobs.”
The two accounts above come from women of two different social categories, the first
a poor Scheduled Tribe woman and the second an upper caste Brahmin woman. While
there are several points of difference, there is a key similarity: the high premium to
domestic work. Indeed, irrespective of whether the family is rich or poor, Brahmin or
Bauri (SC, considered a very low caste in South Bengal), Hindu, Christian or Muslim,
the woman educated or illiterate is that homemaking and all that goes with it is the
exclusive responsibility of the women. This emerged clearly in the numerous focus
group interviews with the men and women across the two states; a woman’s primary
duty is to raise a family, look after the needs of the husband, children and in-laws.
Only then should she take up work outside the home, no matter what it maybe. The
women too articulate this sentiment. Men, in their own opinions as well as those of
the women, are not supposed to cook, clean or wash. “I don’t mind helping my wife
with such things (meaning domestic work) once in a while, when she is sick, but I
can’t do it regularly. What will my friends say? And why should I have got married
then?” asked a Bagsorai youth in West Bengal. Women who are perceived to
“neglect” their “household duties” for work are looked on disdainfully by both men
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and women across all castes and regions. Some of the younger women did mention
that men too should lend a hand in the domestic responsibilities, but then they quickly
pointed out that in their samaj (community) such things would not be possible.
The second common perception, across the districts and states is that women should
work for remuneration outside the home only if the economic situation of the
household so demands it. There are a few exceptions to this of course, but those are in
situations where the educational and economic status of the household is higher than
the average of the social group in a particular village. It must be pointed out that
helping in the family farm is not considered work as it does not bring in additional
money. As another Santal woman of Saharpur in Maldah put it, “Although every man
wants his wife to stay inside the house, do household chores and not step out, sheer
poverty has led them to change their attitudes towards women working outside their
homes.” Her household has 10 kathas (half an acre) of land so both she and her
husband have to work as agricultural labourers. The perception is that economic
provisioning is the domain of the men, so women should not work. “Women don’t
join the labour force out of pleasure or for amusement. They have to work only when
there is a severe monetary crisis. A woman like me has to work to keep the family
together. We have about 2 bighas of unirrigated land that is cultivated by my husband
but the earnings are not enough. It was worse when my daughters were unmarried.
But now that they are married, I don’t have to go out for work as an agricultural
labourer as frequently. I manage with whatever my husband earns,” says a Rajbanshi
(SC) woman of Bhashakandar village in Maldah district. They are certainly not rich
but better off than some of the other women in the village, one of the declared
‘backward villages’ of the block.
It is a similar story in the UP villages. Irrespective of caste and religion, women have
to do all the domestic work. As one OBC woman said, “women work outside the
home only when their circumstances are constrained. She takes up a livelihood in the
case of poverty, when the man of the house is unable to earn, he is sick or has died, or
the brother or father do not support her. No one protests as she has no option,
otherwise her work is confined to the four walls of the house”. The rules of purdah
(seclusion) are strongest for the Brahmin women, who must stay at home and look
after their families. Amongst the Muslims too, it is a status symbol for women to stay
at home, and those who go out are seen as desperately poor. The poor among the OBC
and most SC women in Kazakpur and Sanaha had no option but to work. The
conditions are difficult: they are paid less and have to work harder than men, they face
problems in commuting, they carry their children to work, and often get beaten by
their alcoholic husbands.
There are situations when the woman is forced to work, but as soon as the economic
condition of the household improves, say with a male, either a husband or a son,
getting a job, the woman is made to withdraw from the labour force. Thus Mira
Murmu (Santal, ST, 28) of Khetura says that when she got married 15 years ago she
had to work often outside the home as an agricultural labourer. Then her husband got
a job first as a temporary night guard in Burdwan, earning Rs 800 a month, and then
in the General Post Office in Kolkata. He became permanent four years ago and now
draws Rs 6000-8000 per month including overtime. She says she feels lucky that her
husband earns enough so that she does not have to work outside the home. Similar is
the story of an SC woman, who worked as an agricultural labour seasonally apart
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from their own plot. But they educated their children and the eldest, Kalyan, finished
his higher secondary and got a job as an agent with the Life Insurance Corporation of
India. He earns Rs 3000-4000 per month. She says now “her son does not want that
his mother work hard outside the home.”
A final and related issue is one of respectability of work. In both states, the job
considered most respectable in the eyes of both men and women is that of a
government school teacher. But that requires a high level of education and nowadays,
candidates are required to clear a competitive written test and an interview at the state
level. That alone is not enough because the jobs are given only when vacancies arise.
Connections with political leaders also matter. The second most preferred job is that
of a para teacher, who gets about Rs 1000 per month. Apart from qualifications, party
connections too are important in this. Take the case of Rahima in Khetura. She has
done two MAs. After trying several years for a job (and she continued with her
studies meanwhile) she has got a job as a para teacher. She rues that it’s only for three
years but says something is better than nothing. And for those who have some basic
education (upto primary level) the most preferred job is that of an ICDS worker
(Anganwadi worker) at Rs 1000 per month. This is an issue raised by Das and Desai
(2003) in pointing to the low work participation of educated women – the lack of
suitable and respectable jobs.
The issue of women’s unpaid work, the visibility of women’s work and the problems
for accounting and measurement were raised in the global arena in the early 1980s
(Beneria, 1982, Goldschmidt-Clermont, 1987, Oppong and Abu, 1987, Beneria, 1988,
White, 1984). In focusing on women’s invisible work, there was also a greater
emphasis on the non-recognition of their work and under-enumeration as workers
(Feldman 1998, Papola and Sharma 1999). There was a concern about women’s
presence in the labour market, and the focus of research and analysis shifted from
women’s employment per se to the nature of women’s work, their livelihood and
poverty situation, access to and ownership of productive resources and human
development in terms of health and education and disparity in all these areas.
While these remain issues not fully addressed or understood by state policies, Elson
(1995, 1999) has pointed out that processes of economic growth in fact end up
levying what she calls a “reproductive tax” on women, due to enhanced and
unsupported burdens of domestic work. This introduces the concept of the “Care
Sector”, which refers to a range of domestic work, both in terms of care and in terms
of maintaining the household. Women’s role in this care or reproductive sector falls
out of the national accounting system. Many of these tasks in which “non-working”
women are involved would be considered ‘work’ if performed by a person hired for
the purpose or unrelated to the household (Visaria, 1998). The time use surveys
(Government of India, 1999) reveal the significance of time spent by women in
unpaid care activities (Bhatia, 2002, Hirway, 2002).
The first of its kind Time Use Survey (from more than one location) was conducted
(and indeed among developing countries) between July 1998 and June 19999. The
study was commissioned by the Government of India and conducted by the Central
9

Results made available by Ministry of Statistics and Programme Implementation, Government of
India at mospi.nic.in/stat_act_t5_2.htm
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Statistical Organisation, Ministry of Statistics and Programme Implementation
(MoSPI). The stated aims of the study were to collect data for properly quantifying
the economic contribution of women in the national economy and studying gender
differences and discrimination in intra-household activities. The survey covered
18,591 households from six states; Haryana, Meghalaya, Tamil Nadu, Orissa, Madhya
Pradesh and Gujarat. It adopted a three-stage stratified sampling strategy, with the
district, village/city and household being the three stages. The interview method,
based on recall from a reference period of one week was chosen, rather than the diary
method which is more common in developed countries. Further, as seasonality plays a
huge role in the agricultural and therefore the rural economy, field work was
conducted over the period of one year, to account for seasonal differences. For a
comprehensive review of the methodology and conceptual issues in the design and
implementation of this survey, see Hirway (n.d.) and Rajivan (1999).
Household work was classified according to the national accounting production
categories into three subheads: System of National Accounts (SNA), Extended SNA
and Non-SNA. The SNA activities consist of primary production activities (cropping,
animal husbandry, fishing, forestry, processing and storage, mining and quarrying);
secondary activities (construction, manufacturing) and tertiary activities (trade,
business and services). The Extended SNA included the activities done by women at
home which includes household maintenance, care for children, sick and elderly. The
Non-SNA activities include learning, social and cultural activities, mass media,
personal care and self-maintenance.
Table 5.1 Weekly average time spent on SNA, Extended SNA and Non SNA activities by sex and
place of residence
Activities
Urban
Rural
Total
Male

Female

Male

Female

Male

Female

SNA

42.31

22.53

41.06

9.16

41.96

18.72

Extended SNA

3.74

33.95

3.44

36.44

3.65

34.63

SNA + Extended SNA

56.05

56.48

44.50

45.60

45.61

53.35

Non SNA

121.98

111.50

123.47

122.44

122.42

114.58

Total

168..03

167.98

167.97

168.04

168.03

167.93

Note: (i) The figure of total time for each may be exactly equal to 168 due to effect of rounding.
(ii) Activities were classified using the 1993 system of National Accounts (SNA). For details of activities under
each category refer text.
Source: Government of India, 2000. The report of the Time Use Survey, CSO, Ministry of Statistics and
Programme Implementation, New Delhi, April, p.56

Time spent on various activities was recorded per week and percentages were taken of
the total 168 hours in a week. As compared to 19 hours by women, it was noted that
men spent up to 42 hours per week, on average in SNA activities. However when we
look at extended SNA activities, women spend far more time (34.6 hours) than men
(3.6) per week. The break-up of household activities reveals the following. Women
spend about 3.2 hours on cooking and cleaning for the family, while time spent on
these by men was negligible. Women spent on average 3.16 hours taking care of
children, while for men this was recorded at 0.32 on average. Men spent 8 hours more
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on average on non-SNA activities (including learning, leisure and personal care) than
did women. Women slept, on average, 2 hours lesser than men in Haryana, MP and
Orissa, though no significant differences were observed in other states. It was also
recorded that men spent much more time on newspaper-reading, music, smoking,
drinking and exercise than women. On the other hand, women spent marginally more
time than men on recreational reading.
Women’s participation in SNA activities varied across states and urban and rural
areas. Meghalaya and Gujarat recorded a high time input by rural women in SNA
activities, while Tamil Nadu and Orissa registered the highest shares for urban
women. Using a definition of women’s work which combines SNA and extendedSNA activities, women’s work accounts for about 55% of the total of men’s and
women’s work. As quoted from the report, “If we take SNA and extended SNA
activities together… women were found to be working for longer hours than men. If
we work out the average of women’s work to the total work of male and female, it
works out to 55%, which compares quite well with the figure of 53% quoted in the
UNDP Human Development Report for 1995. Therefore if extended SNA activities are
included in economic activities, the contribution of women will be higher when
compared to men” (Government of India, 2000:81).
Non-paid activities accounted for about 38% of the total time spent by household
members. Women’s share in this was as high as 51% while for men this stood at 33%.
The highest share of time spent by women on unpaid activities was recorded in
Haryana (86%) and Meghalaya (76%), while the lowest was in Tami Nadu (32%).
Interestingly, the NFHS-3 reports that about one in four women did not receive any
payment for the work they did, while this was only 5% for men. Revathi’s (1998)
study in Andhra Pradesh shows how most of the unwaged activity is of an
expenditure-saving type, such as collection of wood, fetching water, childcare, and
dairying and allied activities. These get excluded from the calculation of work.
Women spend on average about twice as much time on taking care of family members
as their men, yet their individual educational status does not make a difference to their
time spent on family care-giving activities as revealed by the case studies at the
beginning of this section.
Giving a good overview of time-use studies, across the world, and the specific
adaptation to the Indian context, Indira Hirway (2002) highlights certain difficulties/
shortcomings of this first survey. First, time use per se does not reflect efforts or
efficiency of people. The amount of energy and involvement is not accurately gauged
by time-use alone. For instance, time spent on cooking may be the same for two
households, but the drudgery involved may be very different if one uses a modern
stove as against a traditional smoky stove. Getting the right response from
respondents was also noted to be somewhat problematic at times. Apart from
illiteracy of many respondents and them not keeping proper record of time, work is
often organized in a complex manner and delineation of specific activities often was
challenging. Yet, this is a very useful study which sheds much light on intrahousehold time-use patterns and is relevant to policy decisions in India.
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Conclusions and Policy Implications
Women’s reproductive work therefore can have many economic implications. It
reduces educational achievements and places restrictions on time, decreasing both
market value and opportunities. It is physically demanding thus affecting health,
productivity and maintenance of the future labour force and it is work that is neither
paid for nor included in official accounting. Yet it is work that is essential.
Policies are therefore essential for addressing the time constraint faced by women.
Simple labour market integration may not hit the mark as revealed in the previous
sections. Instead policies should seek to improve basic services and infrastructure
such as the provision of drinking water, electricity, cooking gas, grain mills and
transport services. By changing the character of domestic work and reducing the
drudgery therein, it may be possible to gradually change the ideologies and attitudes
towards its performance, with men sharing in tasks that are anyway less burdensome.
This would help improve female supply response. Functional child-care facilities of
good quality too need to be prioritised, both in rural and urban contexts.
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Section 6
Fertility and Growth
Fertility decline enhances per capita growth
An escape from Malthusian stagnation, into the final stage of the Demographic
Transition, characterised by low mortality and fertility rates, and the potential for
sustained per capita income growth, requires that the initial drop in mortality rates,
usually brought about by improving overall health conditions, is followed by a similar
drop in fertility rates. In theory, female education is among the factors that may help
bring about decreased fertility, because of its effect on the opportunity costs to
women’s time of raising children and investment in their schooling (Foster and
Rosenzweig, 1996). Schultz (1994) verifies this theoretical proposition in a sample of
68 low-income countries. His regression results imply that an increase in the average
number of years of schooling that women have received in a country by a year is
associated with a 12 percent reduction in total fertility10. His analysis shows that,
alongside increasing employment outside of agriculture, narrowing the gap between
male and female human capital is the best available predictor of a decline in fertility
and population in low-income countries. Female education, both directly and
indirectly, through lowering fertility, is thus important for long-run growth.
India has been witnessing a decline in fertility rates over the past few decades, with
the total fertility rate (TFR) for the 15-49 age group declining from 3.39 (1990-92) to
2.68 (2003-5) (Table 6.1). These averages however vary by caste, education and
region, with the upper castes, educated and urban people showing much lower levels
of fertility. Again TFRs are lowest for the wealthy and highest for the poorest people.
Muslims show a higher TFR of 3.09 in relation to other groups.
Table 6.1 Trends in fertility rates

State
Uttar Pradesh
West Bengal
All India
India: Urban
India: Rural
Schedule Caste
Scheduled Tribe
OBC
Others
No education
5-7 years complete
12 or more years

NFHS-1 (1993-4)
n.a
2.92
3.39
2.70
3.67
3.92
3.55
n.a
3.30
4.03
3.01
2.15

NFHS-2 (1998-99)
4.06
2.29
2.85
2.27
3.07
3.15
3.06
2.83
2.66
3.47
2.64
1.99

NFHS-3 (2005-6)
3.82
2.27
2.68
2.06
2.98
2.92
3.12
2.75
2.35
3.55
2.51
1.80

Source: NFHS Reports.

10

This effect is evaluated at mean levels of female education in low-income countries only; one should
be wary of extrapolating this to countries with much higher levels of average female education.
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In terms of the two states selected for the sub-national study, West Bengal has a
fertility rate below the national average, while it is the opposite in the case of Uttar
Pradesh. This could perhaps be a contributor to the higher growth rates in West
Bengal in recent years, though the connection is not clear, nor necessarily causal.
Box 6.1: Fertility Decisions
In the West Bengal villages, the preference is for at the most two children. Only a few
of the younger couples had more than two children, even if both were daughters,
irrespective of caste. Asha of Khetura has four daughters and is now taunted by all her
relatives including her husband on the issue of dowry and marriage expenses. She had
tried to persuade her husband to stop after the first two daughters were born, but to no
avail – son preference is still strong. But for the majority of women, the usual answer
was, “it is difficult to provide for more than two children these days”, and “it is
important to bring up a child well, giving a good education, so that as an adult, he/she
can do well in the world”. Birth control measures are widely prevalent, both
temporary and permanent, provided free by the local health centres and the health
workers who do visit the villages regularly. However, in an FGD, it was very sharply
pointed out that men do seek more children, especially sons.
In the Muslim dominated hamlet of Gajpatipur in Bahraich, UP things were different.
Most women had given birth to at least 7 to 8 children. When queried how many
children they had, they however counted only male children. Sara Begum said she had
25 pregnancies of which only 4 boys and 3 girls survived. Having so many births
seemed the norm. Family planning practices were not used as they believed all
children were gifts of ‘Khuda’. Even the SCs and OBCs had 5-6 children. They
seemed to endorse the traditional belief that ‘more the children, more the hands to
work’. In both villages the number of children visible was quite high. Even though
women had several children they did not seem burdened by child care. These
instances testify to the high fertility rate, but this also needs to be understood in the
context of a high infant mortality rate and poor health care access.
Determinants of Fertility
In a recent article, Foster and Rosenzweig (2007) aim to understand the causes and
determinants of the reduced fertility witnessed in rural India over the last two decades,
compared to only very limited reduction in the period 1971 – 1982. Using simple
regressions, they seek to estimate the determinants of fertility (as measured by the
number of children born in the last 5 years to married women) from among a
combination of economic, personal and cultural/geographical determinants. The
dataset used is a panel - the NCAER-ARIS-REDS dataset. It measures observations at
3 points in time: 1971, 1982 and 1999. It includes observations on demographic,
economic and geographical characteristics of the surveyed population covering 240
villages in India. They base their hypothesis on Brookins and Brookins (2002) who
found that nearly 70% of the state-level variation in fertility is explained by economic
factors. Special attention is therefore paid to capturing agricultural productivity
growth by measuring High Yielding Variety (HYV) seed usage (indicating adoption
of new technology). It also measures wage changes and wealth changes to check if
these are prospective determinants. This being a panel dataset allows linkage to not
only village characteristics but also individual households over time. The authors seek
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to estimate a dynamic model of fertility choice, and capture features such as the
(opportunity) costs of time, quantity/quality (of children) trade-off and access to
health and family planning services.
The regression results show the following:
a) Aggregate wage changes explain 23% of the total observed changes in
fertility. Of these female wages alone explain 15% of the variation (which
implies a shift in women’s time allocation).
b) Changes in agricultural productivity and agricultural wages (together) explain
about 61% of the decline in fertility in the latter time period under
consideration.
c) The presence of health centres has a significant effect on fertility but the
aggregate diffusion of health centres explains only 3.4% of the fall. In other
words, while the presence of a health centre is important for fertility reduction,
the number of health centres did not vary greatly over the period.
d) Interestingly, although female literacy rose by about 81% over the last two
decades, there is no evidence of this having any impact on fertility.
Economic Growth
An interesting discussion with regard to the impact of changes in agricultural
productivity on fertility is provided. Changes in agricultural productivity as measured
and observed through HYV-seeds adoption is expressed either through an induced
wage increase, or through greater investments in schooling. This is explained as
follows: greater adoption of technology increases the returns to skills, which in turn
encourages schooling. Greater schooling implies lower fertility and also allows
greater employment opportunities to children/young adults outside of agriculture. This
further reinforces the propensity to limit family size. It is due to the operation of such
effects, the authors argue, that they observe that increased adoption of HYV varieties
accounts for 39.2% of the fall in rural fertility, and of this 92% is through the direct
effect discussed above, net of the effect of agricultural wage increases. The authors
believe that in light of greater technological improvements in agriculture and
increasing returns to education, this trend of decreasing fertility will continue in rural
India in the years to come.
Yet they do also point out that it is not economic growth per se, rather the incentives
available to the household through changes in the nature of production, that influence
fertility decisions, such as a rise in female wages and expansion of opportunities for
female employment. Despite high growth rates, the analysis in section 4 however
demonstrates that female employment has stagnated and there is a growing gender
gap in wages, so how far their predictions will hold true is not clear.
Access to health services and nutrition
Desai and Wu (2006) point to the importance of access to health services in particular,
as women often do not access maternal health services as they do not place enough
value on their own health. Yet Kerala with the highest proportion of public health care
services has close to 99% of women receiving at least one pre-natal check-up, while
UP with the lowest, had only 35% women accessing this service. As Mahadevia
(2000) noted for Gujarat, increasing privatisation of health services and declining
state provision makes it difficult for women, at least poorer women, from accessing
such services, with negative effects on fertility.
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Despite the low impact of health centres in their model, the field studies point to a
definite relationship between lack of access to health services, high mortality and
consequently high fertility rates. It was found that the focus of the health department
seems mainly on children’s health especially administering of polio drops as a
preventive measure. RCH and women’s general health remain poor. In Sanaha,
Gorakhpur, the ANM, who lived in the city, hardly came and when she did, confined
herself to the main village at the Anganwadi Centre. This was accessed to an extent
by women and children for the nutritional supplement when it was available. But in
the village women were hardly aware of the Janani Suraksha Yojana that provides
financial incentives to women for regular health checkups during pregnancy and post
natal care for encouraging institutional deliveries. Even ASHA, the Community
Health Worker, who was a relative of the Pradhan, was not very active among the
poor SC/OBC hamlets, nor did she distribute contraceptive pills. People who had the
financial means accessed private doctors and nursing homes situated close by in
Gorakhpur. In Bahraich, the status of health services was worse. Similar complaints
of ANMs restricting themselves to administering polio drops to children and not
extending support for RCH were reported. The SC women seemed more aware of
health facilities rendered by the government, as financial constraints inhibited them
from going for treatment to the private hospitals and doctors, who charged high fees.
But even at the Civil Hospital, several people noted that government doctors promised
better treatment if they went to their private clinics. Here they were charged a fee of
Rs 100 and in the event of a patient needing hospitalization the charges were Rs 300
per bed per day, at a private nursing home, an exorbitant sum for the poor. This is
quite different from the West Bengal villages, where the health workers did visit the
women regularly including in the SC/ST hamlets, distributed contraceptive pills and
encouraged them to go for institutional deliveries. While the better off did go to
private practitioners, this was more out of choice than necessity as in the UP case.
Clearly, if one looks at the state of health provision and the fertility rates, there can be
no doubt of a strong correlation.
This emerges also from NFHS data. STs are at a disadvantage due to their physical
isolation and distance from health facilities, while SCs, integrated across settlements,
do not face a physical barrier, rather they suffer from social discrimination in access
to public facilities including health services (Baraik and Kulkarni, 2006, Thorat et al,
2006). A look at Infant and Child Mortality Rates, pointing to much higher mortality
rates amongst STs and SCs in relation to Others, points to a lower access to health
services, and insights into why fertility rates for these groups remain high (Table 6.2).
While a large number of primary health centres and sub-centres have been created as
part of the government’s ‘Health for All’ programme, NFHS surveys reveal that
health services either do not reach disadvantaged sections or are not accessed by
them.
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Table 6.2 State-level differentials by social group

NFHS-1(1992-93)
NFHS-2 (1998-9)
NFHS-3 (2004-5)
SC
ST
Non- SC
ST
Non- SC
ST
NonSc/ST
Sc/ST
Sc/ST*
India:
IMR
CMR
Uttar Pradesh:
IMR
CMR
West Bengal
IMR
CMR

107
47

91
49

82
32

83
40

84
46

68
25

66.4
23.2

62.1
35.8

56.6
17.3

138
74

168
67

110
46

110
54

83
45

91
36

n.a
n.a

n.a
n.a

72.7
25.6

97
44

107
30

77
27

55
28

85
16

45
19

n.a
n.a

n.a
n.a

48
12.2

Source: NFHS Reports, calculations from NFHS-1 and 2 from Baraik & Kularni (2006)
* Non-SC/ST for 2004-5, figures used are for OBCs and not Others, which are even lower.
Note: UP has a very low proportion of STs, hence the figures are not significant.

Roy et al. (2004) in their paper examine health and nutrition inequalities between four
broad caste/tribe groups in India. They assess the extent of inequalities in health care
and nutritional status across states examining how far these inequalities are a result of
caste/tribe per se or whether they can be attributed to differential economic and
educational conditions of individuals belonging to different caste/tribe categories.
Inequality is examined with regard to the following deprivation indicators:
(1) Four socio-economic indicators:
• Low standard of living (SLI);
• Illiteracy;
• No exposure to media;
• No health facility within locality
(2) Two programme indicators of utilisation of health services:
• Non-utilisation of ANC services;
• Unsafe delivery (delivery not assisted by a health professional).
(3) Two nutritional status indicators
• Low body mass index (BMI < 18.5 kg/m2),
• Prevalence of any anaemia.
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What they find is that virtually for all indicators, the ST and SC lag behind other
groups; the OBCs have a middle position, but are clearly attempting to catch up with
the Others. In terms of the nutritional indicators, the regional variation is wide and in
fact inequality between the four social groups in terms of low BMI is highest in
Gujarat, one of the fastest growing states in India today, followed by West Bengal and
Orissa. Interestingly, the least disparity nutritionally is found in Karnataka, Andhra
Pradesh and Uttar Pradesh. As revealed also in our analysis in section 8, the link
between growth and inequality is far from clear.
In her study on food insecurity among India’s poor, Rajuladevi (2001) measures the
food intake of landless agricultural labour households, to find variations between
slack and peak seasons. She examines, within and between wet and dry villages the
‘caste’ differences in food intake between backward castes (BCs) and scheduled
castes (SCs). Her findings show that the majority of sample households survive on
cereals, and have only one main meal per day, a stark indicator of food insecurity.
Female-headed households are the most adversely affected ‘poverty group’ in the
study villages irrespective of caste. The landless peoples’ lack of basic needs
(clothing, shelter, household equipment, and health care) reveals much more of their
utter destitution than conventional food intake. Seasonality in nutritional deficits is
another important factor, though often overlooked.
Role of female autonomy
A look at the varied state-level performance clearly points to the fact that apart from
economic development, social sector attainments have played a key role in achieving
stable fertility rates in Kerala and Tamil Nadu. Apart from agricultural productivity
and wages (Foster and Rosenzweig, 2007), access to health care and education, better
infrastructure and women’s autonomy and role in decision-making are seen to have a
major influence on fertility outcomes. In fact, the NFHS-3 empowerment index, based
on women’s participation in household decisions (own health care, major household
purchases, daily purchases and visits to family and relatives – please see section 7,
Table 7.5) is positively connected to contraceptive use and fertility control. 62% of
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women participating in 3-4 of the above decisions used contraception as against 44%
who didn’t participate in decision-making.
In a classic study on female autonomy and demographic behaviour, Dyson and Moore
(1983) had argued that the North-South differences in fertility outcomes is largely due
to the higher levels of autonomy enjoyed by women in the South compared to the
North. Recent studies however suggest that the North-South differences in female
autonomy and gender outcomes may not be as clear-cut as previously thought. For
example, there has been a sharp increase in dowry payments in the South with a
transition from bride-price to groom-price. Work on violence against women has
shown that it is a severe problem in the Southern states of Karnataka (Rao, 1997) and
Tamil Nadu (Jejeebhoy, 1998), not just in the northern States. Rajan et. al (2000)
suggest that gender bias, as indicated by differential infant mortality and sex ratios at
birth, may be worsening in Kerala and parts of Tamil Nadu, with evidence of female
infanticide being particularly widespread is some districts of Tamil Nadu.
Rahman and Rao (2002) sought to revisit the north-south dichotomy in their study on
the impact of culture, economics and public action on women’s agency in household
decision-making. They focus on the North Indian State of Uttar Pradesh (UP) and the
South Indian state of Karnataka and take off from the observation that the 2001
female-male sex ratio for Karnataka was 964 compared to 898 for UP. Rural
Karnataka also had lower female-male infant mortality, 0.99 compared to 1.20 in rural
UP; higher female-male enrolment rates, 0.68 compared to UP’s 0.50 for the 11-14
age group; and higher female literacy rates, 49 per cent compared to 38 per cent in
UP. The authors offer three explanatory sources for this persistent divergence in
gender outcomes:
(1)

(2)

(3)

The first, emphasized by anthropologists and many demographers, focuses
on cultural norms and kinship differences between the Northern and
Southern regions. Village exogamy and distance from the natal home are
seen to disadvantage women in terms of their influence in the husband’s
family (Dyson and Moore, 1983, Dyson, 2002). Desai and Wu (2006)
further argue that this shapes women’s access (or lack of it) to prenatal,
delivery and postnatal care.
The second, stressed by economists attributes the differences to regional
variations in climate and ecology and the resulting cropping patterns that
tend to favour female labour markets more in the South than in the North.
Lower female agency could here arise from lower female productivity in
highly valued tasks or lower returns to female labour in these jobs (Foster
and Rosenzweig, 1996, 2007, Narasimhan et al. 1997).
The third gives an important role to state intervention in promoting
policies that lead to women’s equality and argues that the Southern states
have been more proactive in this respect thereby resulting in engendered
welfare outcomes. These include improved infrastructure and service
provision such as roads, electricity, drinking water, schools, health centres
and so on (Rahman and Rao, 2002).

Clearly certain aspects of decision-making influence fertility much more strongly than
others and from their data they conclude that rather than kinship or labour force
variables, public action seems to play a critical role in enhancing women’s mobility
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and in turn fertility decisions. What is also clear is that culturally, across many rural
areas, girls are expected to marry and bear children quite young, often when they are
neither psychologically nor physically prepared for having a family. In 2005-6, the
mean age at marriage for women was 16.8 years. Most SC, ST and OBC girls were
married before the legal minimum age of 18 (NFHS-3). Statistics show that 51.8 per
cent of women suffer from anaemia, a deficiency in iron caused or exacerbated by
poor nutrition. Anaemia puts women and girls at particular risk during pregnancy and
childbirth. Maternal mortality rates are high, 407 per 100,000 births in 2001 for India
(UNDP 2000), 517 in the case of UP. Factors contributing to this are a lack of control
over fertility, a lack of basic amenities such as clean water and sanitation and a lack of
access to health facilities. Women’s voice and decision-making agency seems to
increase with age, especially once they have borne sons, and as emerged in the field
interviews, even though they were keen for small families, they often give in to male
desire for more children.
Policy Directions and Challenges
Policy interventions can follow different pathways, but nevertheless continue to play
an important role in influencing fertility. Dixon-Mueller (1993) groups population
policies into four categories: reproductive policies whose objective is to lower the
birth rates; health policies which aim to reduce mortality and morbidity; migration
and urbanisation policies that seek to rationalise spatial distribution of the population;
and family and welfare policies that seek to enhance the wellbeing of individuals and
households through a range of protective mechanisms such as maternity benefits,
child care, old age security and so on. Some may be directly targeted at influencing
the demographic process by raising the age at marriage, creating a package of
incentives to reward couples with small families (or penalise those with large ones),
targeting birth control information in certain states and locations and so on.
Alternatively, a policy may try to alter the economic, political, or socio-cultural
environment in which people make demographic decisions in order to affect these
behaviours indirectly. Policy measures of this type include family allowances,
subsidized child care or paid maternity leaves, the expansion of primary or secondary
education, and increases in female employment, among other possibilities. It is
important to remember that although a population policy may set specific
demographic targets, its implementation almost always depends on an interlocking set
of sectoral programs relating to employment, education, health, housing, family
welfare, urban planning, and agricultural and industrial growth, with different aspects
driving the process in different contexts. While female education seems to have
played an important role in West Bengal, it has one of the lowest rates of female
labour force participation in the country.
The National Human Development Report 2001 notes that though there is a visible
reduction in the population growth rate, the future pace of deceleration in fertility and
mortality is by no means certain. Much of this uncertainty comes from the fact that
there are considerable differences in fertility across States and while there are States
that have already attained replacement level of fertility or are close to attaining it, five
States namely, Bihar, Uttar Pradesh, Madhya Pradesh, Rajasthan and Orissa,
accounting for nearly 40 per cent of country’s population in 2001, will contribute well
over 50 per cent of the population growth in the next decade, as they have:
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-

a large segment of the population in the reproductive age group (estimated
contribution 60 per cent);
high fertility due to considerable unmet need for contraception (estimated
contribution 20 per cent); and
high desired level of fertility due to prevailing high IMRs (estimated
contribution about 20 per cent).

Taking forward the discussion of state policy, Rosenzweig and Zhang (2006) show
that the reductions in fertility due to the one-child policy in China increased human
capital investments in children. While this may be the case, the negative implications
in terms of overt son preference and sex-selective abortions, increasingly rampant in
both China and India, are rarely mentioned. In fact, in India the national population
policy and the promulgation of a two-child norm for elected representatives, was
hotly contested in the early 1990s, as it was introduced at almost the same time as
reservations for women in the panchayats. Buch (2005) in a field study across five
states of India (Rajasthan, Andhra Pradesh, Haryana, Himachal Pradesh and Madhya
Pradesh), where the two-child qualification norm had been implemented in local
bodies, found a clear dichotomy is perceptions: at higher policy-making levels this
measure was seen as conducive in view of the need to raise small families and freeing
up women’s time, at the grassroots levels the perception of the norm being coercive
was widespread.
But more important some of the assumptions underlying the law on birth control were
flawed:
(i)
choice of number of children is independent of the sex of the children11;
(ii)
health services are adequately available, affordable and accessible to give
confidence for survival of children among all sections, and
(iii) contraceptive services are universally available and equally accessible.
These assumptions do not necessarily hold true, in fact it is quite the opposite, with
the two-child norm having a serious negative impact on the status of women. While
decision-making on reproduction is not often in women’s hands, they have to bear the
consequences of implementation of the norm directly (as candidates) or indirectly (as
spouse of those disqualified). A number of disquieting trends were visible in practices
used to meet the conditionality of the law without changing decisions about family
size and without moving away from strong son preference. These included:
(i)
the desertion and divorce of women;
(ii)
hospital admission for delivery under wrong name, neglect and death of
female infant;
(iii) cases of bigamy;
(iv)
cases of pre-natal sex determination and induced abortion of female foetus
(despite the existence of the PNDT Act, 1994) whereas having a son was
seen as far outweighing the benefits of being a panchayat representative;
11

Dabral and Malik’s study (2004) of the fertility preferences of Gujjar women in
revealed that the average number of children considered ideal is lower than the
average actual number of children. Given a strong preference for sons, they stop
childbearing only after they have given birth to the desired number of sons. The
percent of women using contraception tends to increase with number of living sons.
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(v)
(vi)
(vii)

children given away for adoption;
allegations of infidelity, denial of paternity of the third child;
women exposed to violence from their opponents.

So while the intentions of the population policy may have been good, it became a tool
to further subordinate women as there was no simultaneous shift in son preference
across class and caste categories. At the All-India level, the male-female sex ratio at
birth is 1.12, moving to 1.061 for the 15-64 age group and then 0.908 in the over 65 age
group. The skewed nature of sex ratios at both ends is worrying. While the figures at
birth are a clear indication of the rapid expansion of sex-selective abortions, the larger
number of women over the age of 65 also points to a possible reason why they might
desire sons with whom they can live in their old age, given their predominance in the
informal sector which provides for no social security benefits post-retirement, and the
social taboo on staying with married daughters. For the PNDT Act to be followed, a
more gender equitable environment needs to be created in the larger society, facilitating
shifts in attitudes and behaviours. There is also an urgent need for social security and
social support for the elderly, including property rights, for women.
Conclusions and Policy Implications
While declining fertility is no doubt good for growth, in India, the demographic
transition has been accompanied by adverse male to female sex ratios. As Buch
(2005) shows, the uniform application of a two-child norm has the potential of
adversely affecting the democratic rights and reproductive choices of individuals,
especially women. Policy-makers seem to have inadequate appreciation of the
distinction between informed responsible choice for a small family and the state’s
responsibility to facilitate such choice by social development and access to quality
services, on the one hand, and the coercion inherent in a norm applied through a law,
its limitations and negative impacts, on the other.
Several factors influence the decline in fertility rates. Rather than economic growth per
se, incentives available to the household through changes in the nature of production
can influence fertility decisions, such as a rise in female wages and expansion of
opportunities for female employment. Despite high growth rates, the analysis in section
4 however demonstrates that female employment has stagnated and there is a growing
gender gap in wages. On the employment front, better working conditions, wages and
benefits are essential to motivate women to join the labour force, and for significant
fertility impacts.
Alongside employment promotion and support, the provision of health care and
education appear critical in terms of their influence on fertility decisions and control.
Finally, the provision of state services and infrastructure that enhance broader social
development can support women’s autonomy and decision-making and hence appear
crucial. This last can also be influenced by control over assets, which is discussed in
the next section.
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Section 7
Decision-making and Control over assets
The exclusion of women from access to and control over assets, whether land,
property, technology or credit is seen to lower growth as it implies constraints in
channelling resources to where returns could be highest (Schultz 2002, Evers and
Walters 2000, Klasen 2002, Agarwal 1994). In the case of India, it is not just gender,
but an interplay of caste and gender that seem to influence resource control and use.
There is sufficient evidence to suggest that the SCs own a very small proportion of the
total agricultural land and also constitute a very small proportion of the business
community due to lack of access to adequate capital, facing disadvantages similar to
women in many ways.
In this section, we discuss first, the constraints and disparities that remain in terms of
asset control (especially land, livestock and savings) across the gender-caste interface.
This is followed by a discussion on women’s role in decision-making at both the
household and community levels, including the implications of their involvement in
panchayati raj institutions. This section draws on an analysis of data on decisionmaking and asset control from the National Family Health Survey, but also includes
insights from recent research on asset control and development effectiveness, and
from the sub-national studies carried out as part of this project.
A. Household-level decision-making
(a)

Ownership of land/livestock

Despite the national and international advocacy around the need for gender equality in
resource access and control (UN, 1980), the implications of this for growth and
development remains relatively under-researched. Udry (1996) in an influential study
on the impact of gender inequality on farm productivity found for Burkina Faso that
plots controlled by women have significantly lower yields than those controlled by
men within the same household. The effect is large: a female cultivator achieves on
average a 30 percent lower yield than a male cultivator on plots that are in every other
respect identical. The reason is that household resources – in this case primarily
labour and fertilizer – are not used efficiently, in that total household output could be
raised by simply reallocating resources from male to female-controlled plots. The
efficiency loss in terms of total household output is approximately 6 percent on
average. Put conversely, gender equality in access to farm inputs would raise farm
productivity by 6 percent.
Investigating the impact of female bargaining power12 on household production in 15
villages in Ethiopia, Seebens and Sauer (2006) concluded that when bargaining power
is highly asymmetrical in terms of the value of assets brought into the marriage by the
husband and wife, relative efficiency is about 55% and when it is highly symmetrical
12

The idea of the ‘bargaining problem’ was first formulated by Nash (1950, 1953). It essentially
implies that the division of resources and benefits amongst different members of a household depends
on their ability to negotiate, which in turn depends on their relative fallback positions, that is, the power
or resources they would have if the bargain failed.
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relative efficiency is about 95% (where relative efficiency is the proportion of actual
efficiency achieved in farm production to the maximum possible (or frontier)
efficiency). Quisumbing and Maluccio (2003), based on evidence from four countries
(Bangladesh, Ethiopia, Indonesia and South Africa), conclude that control over
economic resources and education are two key determinants of bargaining power at
the household level. Based on household survey data from 47 villages across three
sites in Bangladesh (where programmes for dissemination of new agricultural
technologies in relation to vegetable cultivation and fishpond cultivation were in
place), Quisumbing and Briere (2000) note that for both husband and wife, parents’
landholdings are a consistent determinant of both assets at marriage and current
assets. For the woman it reflects a continuous source of support for her lifetime,
financial or otherwise, rather than an immediate gain. While wives owned only 3-4
per cent of the land, they owned between 30-50 per cent of livestock (including
poultry, sheep, goats and cattle) across the three sites. More than land, livestock
appears to have the potential to be a key asset for rural women (Bouis, 2003: 77)
While these examples attempt to link gender relations with allocative efficiency in the
household, two provisos should be made. First, allocative efficiency in household
production (unlike the distribution of household resources) is not in the first place a
matter of relative female bargaining power: (lack of) cooperation between the spouses
is key here. It is of course possible that the two are linked in that higher female
bargaining power leads to males contributing more to females’ activities, which
females possibly reciprocate; all of which raises agricultural productivity (Evers and
Walters 2000). Second, lack of allocative efficiency in agricultural production extends
beyond a waste of resources within the household to a waste of resources within
groups of households. This emerges in particular from Kazakpur, a peri-urban village
in Gorakhpur, UP where urbanisation and the growth of a land market has led to the
sale of agricultural land for construction and urban development. The money accrued
from the sale of land has been invested in pucca houses; some men have bought
motorcycles or set up small shops. The rest of the money has been used to repay loans
and arrange marriages. While men have taken up property dealing, brokering, or work
in private jobs in the city, without agriculture, women have lost their source of
employment and earnings. With improved status, better off OBC and even SC women
are being restricted to their homes. Implications for bargaining are not clear.
Most surveys present data for land and livestock as household resources, and do not
really consider the issue of intra-household allocation and control. The only exception
is in the case of female-headed households, but through a detailed analysis of three
villages in Tamil Nadu, Harriss-White and Janakarajan (2004) bring out the
definitional problems surrounding female headship. They find that while landlessness
amongst female-headed households varies from 47 per cent to 82 per cent, it ranges
between 71 per cent and 90 per cent for female only households. Women’s
vulnerability is sharply enhanced due to absence of an adult male in the household,
providing some insight into why women may indeed invest in marriage as a resource
(Jackson, 2007) and buy into the patriarchal bargain (Kandiyoti, 1988) for the
material security this can potentially provide. Several village studies have found that
women own approximately 10-12 per cent of land, though this may include both
recorded and unrecorded holdings.
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The following table, drawn from the NSSO 50th and 55th round data, presents data on
land ownership for male and female headed households through the 1990s13. Several
interesting conclusions emerge from the table. First, for both male and female headed
households there is a decline in average area of land possessed, revealing in a sense
that with growth of population and a larger number of people demanding land, the
average size of holding is declining. The persistence of this trend is confirmed by the
land-holding survey of 2003 which found the average holding in 2002-3 to be 1.06
hectares as against 1.34 ha in 1991-2, 1.67 ha in 1981-82 and 2.63 ha in 1961-61, with
marginal holdings now constituting 70% of all operational holdings. Amongst the
SCs, however, 75% are marginal holders, while it is 55% for others, yet in both West
Bengal and Uttar Pradesh, the states selected for the sub-national study, one finds a
decrease in the degree of concentration (Table 2R, NSS Report 491: Household
Ownership Holdings in India, 2003). Simultaneously there has been a decline in the
total area operated from 133.5 million hectares in 1960-61 to 125 million hectares in
1991-2 and 107.65 million hectares in 2002-3.
Table 7.1 Average area of land possessed and average household size by size class of land and sex
of the head of household (rural areas only): 1993-94 and 1999-2000.

0.00
0.01-0.40
0.41-1.00

122
391
192

70
492
197

Male
Average area
of land
possessed (ha)
93-4 99-00
0.00
0.00
0.11
0.09
0.69
0.67

1.01-2.00
2.01-4.00
Above 4.01
Total
Estimated hhs

146
94
55
1000
1078893

121
77
42
1000
1227336

1.43
2.72
7.49
1.05
-

Per 1000
distribution of hh
93-94 99-00

1.39
2.64
7.23
0.85
-

Average
hh size
(0.0)
93-4 99-0
4.1 4.1
4.6 4.8
5.1 5.3

Per 000
distribution of
hh
93-4
99-00
190
83
527
668
143
137

Female
Average
Average
area of land
hh size
possessed
(0.0)
(ha)
93-4 99-0
0.00
0.00 2.4 2.5
0.09
0.07 3.1 3.3
0.66
0.63 3.8 4.0

5.6
6.0
6.8
5.0
-

81
36
21
1000
116403

1.41
2.68
6.92
0.50
-

5.7
6.2
7.0
5.2
-

62
34
16
1000
143461

1.4
2.64
6.78
0.42
-

4.0
4.2
4.7
3.2
-

4.1
4.4
4.8
3.5
-

Source: Report no. 409: Employment and Unemployment situation in India, NSSO 50th round, 1993-94; Report no. 458:
Employment and Unemployment situation in India- 1999-2000 (Part I), NSSO 55th round, 1999- 2000

The above trends point towards the growing wage dependence of small and marginal
farmers and while raising questions about how much land can actually contribute to
household livelihoods (Krishnaji, 2001) in a context of limited public investment14,
also provide justification for stagnation in growth rates of agricultural wages, with
more people seeking jobs on limited land. Secondly, while 94.3 per cent of femaleheaded households were small/marginal landowners (less than 2 hectares) in 1993-94,
this increased to 95 per cent by the 1999-00 (the number of marginal farmers
increased from 88.5 per cent to 91 per cent during this period). In the case of maleheaded households, there was in fact a sharper decline from 14.9 per cent being
medium/large farmers to only 11.9 per cent. Thus, average size of landholding has
declined for both male and female-headed households, though the quantum of land
13

60th Round NSS data by sex of head of household is not yet published.
Several studies point towards the steady decline in public investment in agriculture in successive
Plans since 1951 to the Ninth Plan (1997-2002), and this is also noted with concern by the Report of
the Steering Committee on Agriculture and Allied Sectors for the Tenth Five Year Plan, especially in a
context where about 70 per cent of the population has remained dependent on agriculture (GOI, 2002).
14
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owned by women is about half that of men.15 A third interesting point, is the much
more rapid growth in the number of female-headed households over the period, 23 per
cent as against 13.5 per cent for male-headed households, and an increase in the
proportion of female headed households to total households from 10.7 to 11.7 percent.
Perhaps one explanation for this trend is the growing out-migration of men from rural
areas to earn a living, thus reflecting in a sense the ‘feminisation’ of agriculture and
the rural economy.
Over the 1990s, however, the proportion of female-headed households, particularly
those in the marginal farmer category (less than one ha of land), engaged in own
account agriculture, has declined (Rao, 2006). This could be a result of lack of access
to inputs, technical services and credit due both to the male bias of development
institutions (Elson, 1992) and discrimination of women in markets (financial, labour
etc), and also perhaps reflects a growing dependence on remittances from men. There
is evidence to show that even where women do own land, they are unable to control
its use (Arun, 1999, Rao, 2002, Gupta, 2002). At the same time, even amongst all
small landowners, it was only those with non-farm employment who were able to
enhance productivity and in turn invest in more land, and here women in general are
at a disadvantage (Harriss-White and Janakarajan, 2003). While the gains for women
emerging from growth may seem technically possible, in the face of structural
constraints, it appears difficult to achieve. The question of what women investing
more of their time and resources into a low-growth, increasingly feminised and lowstatus agricultural sector, means in terms of gender equality gains, also remains (Rao,
2006b).
So while landed property does have value for women, from a growth perspective, the
overall efficiency of investment in agriculture could be raised not just by titling
women who are household heads, but also influencing cultural norms that currently
limit their access to lucrative livelihood strategies, credit, technology, information on
agricultural methods and labour (Dolan 2004, Agarwal 1994). While not many
studies have attempted to quantify this process, based on the Udry study mentioned at
the start of this chapter, the World Bank has estimated a 6-20 per cent increase in
productivity through a more equitable allocation of resources to male and female
farmers (World Bank, 2001, p 119). Increasing effective land rights16 and access to
productive resources through altering social norms regarding what constitute proper
female economic activities apply as much to female influence within their households
as they do to increasing female influence in the broader community.
While the NSSO data on livestock ownership is not gender disaggregated, it is
interesting to note that the possession of both milch and draught animals increases
with size of land-holding, the critical point determining the ownership decision
appears to be in the size class of 0.41-1 hectare. If one looks at the Table above, 75
per cent of female headed and 56 per cent of male-headed households have less than
0.40 ha of land and hence are unlikely to own either milch or draught animals. This is
partly related to the need to provide fodder to such animals, a large part of it being the
15

See also field study in Gujarat by Vasavada (2004).
The case is often made that granting formal land rights to women tends to be overruled by customary
law when the latter remains unchanged (Ellis et al. 2006, World Bank 2006a, Evers and Walters 2000).
See Whitehead and Kabeer (2001) for an account for rural Sub-Saharan Africa of women’s poor access
to resources that relies far more on women’s access to labour and credit rather than land rights.
16
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stalks and hay from foodgrain cultivation. What then seems clear is that there is a
minimal level of land ownership required to encourage both cultivation and the
maintenance of larger livestock. Smaller livestock on the other hand are much more
manageable for the landless or near-landless and are often assets controlled by
women (Rao, 2002, White, 1992).
The gap in the ownership and control over land and livestock is then gendered, but
there is also a stark division by caste. Household assets in Table 7.2 include land,
livestock/poultry, buildings, machinery/equipment, household durables and financial
assets. What is very clear is that the assets of both SCs and STs are only about 30%
that of Others. Heyer (2007) through detailed village surveys in Coimbatore district
of Tamil Nadu demonstrates that the agricultural land-holders were all caste Hindus,
while a majority of the labour were dalits (SCs). During her first survey in 1981-82,
the labourers accepted an oppressive regime due to lack of support from state services
on the one hand and lack of alternatives on the other. The situation had somewhat
improved in 1996 due to the industrial expansion and availability of mill jobs, but
interestingly, the low caste agricultural labourer households have been less successful
in moving into either urban or rural non-agricultural occupations than caste Hindu
labourer households.
Table 7.2: Average Value Of Total Assets Per Social Group (Rs)
All Social Groups

Other
Others
Backward
Classes*
1991
2002
1991
2002
1991
2002
1991
2002
1991
2002
Rural 1,07,007 2,65,606 49,189 1,25,954 52,662 1,36,640
2,66,033 1,34,500 4,29,513
Urban 1,44,330 4,17,158 57,908 1,82,351 68,763 2,40,295
3,34,161 1,59,745 5,60,362
§ http://mospi.nic.in/mospi_nsso_rept_pubn.htm National Sample Survey House Hold Assets and
Indebtedness Report 432 Part 1 and Report 503
*OBCs are included in Others category in 1991

(b)

Scheduled Castes

Scheduled Tribes

Savings and Credit

Growth requires investment, and investment requires savings. If women save more
out of disposable income than men, then an increase in the overall share of income
that is at women’s disposal would tend to raise aggregate savings and thereby,
potentially, investment and growth. Sagrario Floro and Seguino (2003) attempted to
estimate the gender effects on aggregate savings for a sample of middle-income
countries. Their regression results suggest that a one percentage point increase in
women’s share of the total wage bill tends to increase aggregate savings by
approximately one quarter of a percentage point. The factors that determine women’s
differential propensity to save are not identified in the paper (although they are
speculated about), and the study is plagued, to the authors’ own admission, by a lack
of appropriate data. The authors point out that, in developing countries, the gendered
determinants of savings at the household level are ill-understood, among the reasons
for which is a paucity of reliable household-level savings data. They also point out
that household savings data disaggregated by gender are required at the macro level.
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The Tenth Plan, recognising that women are in reality often left behind in the rural
areas to manage their farms, along with ensuring land rights to women, also laid
emphasis on credit access, in order to ensure productivity enhancement. Given that a
majority of the Indian population live in rural areas and depend on agriculture for
their livelihood, provision of adequate and timely credit, at reasonable rates of
interest, has been a stated objective of public policy in post-Independence India. This
objective was translated in terms of the expansion of the institutional structure of
formal-sector lending institutions, directed lending (mainly through the Integrated
Rural Development Programme or IRDP)17 and concessional or subsidised credit to
the poor and socially disadvantaged groups.
The bureaucratic problems as well as the lack of sensitivity of banks to the social and
economic context in which they functioned led to a period of banking sector reforms
in 1991. This had several implications for access to credit in rural areas. Firstly, while
the share of rural bank offices had jumped from 17.6 per cent in 1969 to 58.2 per cent
in 1990, there was a gradual slowdown in this process thereafter, with the share
falling to 47.8 per cent in 2002. Secondly, while the bank credit given to rural areas
increased from 10 per cent to 15 per cent during the 1980s (1980-91), it once again
declined to 10 per cent in 2001-02 (Ramachandran and Swaminathan, 2002). The
figures for agriculture reveal a decline from 17.1 per cent in 1985 to 10.7 per cent in
2001. A further disaggregation of agricultural advances to cultivators by size classes
of holdings reveals that the share of agricultural credit to marginal farmers that
accounted for 30 per cent of total agricultural credit from commercial banks in 1990
declined to 23.8 per cent in 1999-2000. During the same period, the number of
beneficiaries receiving credit through the IRDP also declined from 2.9 million to 1.3
million persons (Chavan, 2005, Tables 9 and 10: 121-2). While gender disaggregated
data is not available, it is likely that only a small proportion of this went to women
due to the need for land as collateral for agricultural credit and the lack of land titles
with most women.18
The government has sought to fill this gap through a rapid expansion in micro-credit
through the formation of Self Help Groups (SHG), especially of women. These are
meant to overcome the problems of inaccessibility, high transaction costs and poor
repayments that were encountered by the formal credit institutions. The SHG-linkage
programme has grown from support to 500 SHGs in 1992 to 2.9 million in 2006-07,
covering over 40 million poor households, 90 per cent of the actual SHG members
being women. A major criticism of the SHG linkage programme has been its uneven
regional spread, with a focus on the southern states. The cumulative share of nonsouthern states has however improved to 48% in March 2007 as against 29% in 2001.
(http://www.nabard.org/fileupload/DataBank/AnnualReports/ContentEnglish/Develop
ment%20Initiatives.pdf, Annual Report 2006-7, accessed on 6/12/07).
There is however evidence to show that micro-credit cannot adequately address the
problems of the poorest. First of all, while only 9 per cent of the micro-finance
programme is implemented through NGOs, in over 70 per cent of the cases the SHG17

IRDP loans were mainly targeted at men, and it was only with the introduction of a special scheme,
namely, Development of Women and Children in Rural Areas or DWCRA within the IRDP ambit, that
some of the resources were directed to women.
18
Gender-disaggregated data on crop loans for Dumka district, Jharkhand, revealed that 3.9 per cent of all crop
loans were disbursed to women in 2000-01, doubling from 2 per cent the previous year (Rao, 2002:282).
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linkage is facilitated by NGOs. This implies that distribution and reach is governed by
the existence of micro-finance NGOs, and these continue to be spread unevenly.
Secondly while the NABARD Task Force estimated the credit requirement per family
as Rs 6000 in rural areas and Rs 9000 in urban areas, the average loan recommended
for and given to members of SHGs is around Rs 1000 (NABARD, 2000). This is
clearly insufficient and once again leads to the trap of small income generation
projects for women that are bound to fail (Buvinic, 1986)19. Mahajan (2005) has
therefore argued for a shift in approach from microfinance to livelihood finance.
One further point about use of credit is relevant here. Women across the country are
more engaged with livestock keeping (milch animals, goats, pigs and poultry) than
crop production. They often also have more control over livestock than crops due to
the lack of direct rights over land. Yet the share of animal husbandry and dairying was
only 5.7 per cent of the total ground level credit offered by NABARD for agriculture
and allied activities during 1999-2000 (GOI, 2002: 65-6). A lot of SHG activity is
focused on petty trade rather than production. Without sufficient finances and
infrastructure support, while SHGs can contribute towards survival, it is unlikely that
they could facilitate a shift to a higher quality of life.
The Nirantar Survey of 2750 SHGs in three states of India, Andhra Pradesh, Gujarat
and Uttar Pradesh, covering 1650 SHGs formed under government schemes and 1100
through NGOs, found at least 35% of the groups to be inactive. 40% of the women
members belonged to landless and wage labour households, and perhaps it was both
the inability to save regularly and the lack of timely credit that could respond to their
needs, that led to a collapse of these groups. This is confirmed by the data from the
NFHS 3 survey. Close to 60% of the groups had been saving for two years, but not
received any loans (2007: 29). Further, more than half the groups did not engage in
any social issues; 15% had taken up the issue of domestic violence and less than 6%
of caste related violence, nor did they provide any credit-plus support to the members.
Table 7.3 Women’s access to money and credit

SC
ST
OBC
Other
West Bengal
Uttar Pradesh
India

Percentage
who have a
bank account
11.6
9.0
13.3
20.5
14.1
13.2
15.0

Percentage who
know of a microcredit scheme
38.1
30.1
38.5
41.0
41.4
14.1
38.6

Percentage who have
taken a loan from a
micro-credit scheme
4.7
3.1
4.8
3.0
2.7
0.4
4.0

Source: NFHS-3 Report

In the study villages in Bahraich and Gorakhpur districts, 7 SHGs were formed, but in
the absence of any further capacity-building inputs, group activities could not be
19

Working with women’s groups in Andhra Pradesh between 1996-98, Rao observed farming women in a village
in Nellore district carefully analysing their needs, identifying irrigation as the investment required to improve their
lives and estimating the cost of such a project to be Rs 50-60,000. This was however way beyond what was
acceptable to the mediating agency, the district government in this case and what was finally sanctioned was Rs
10,000 at the rate of Rs 1000 per member of the group.
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sustained. Five women are engaged in individual activities – sewing, goat-keeping
and dairying in Sanaha. Here a majority of the OBC (Yadav) families maintain milch
cattle, the work entirely done by the women in terms of feeding, cleaning, fetching the
fodder etc. Yet in the absence of an organised system for selling the milk, they depend
on their men to negotiate the sales in the town, losing all control over the income from
this activity. In the West Bengal villages too, out of 20 women, only four were
members of SHGs. The reasons are many: no one has tried to organise them, their
husbands/in-laws did not approve, and there were no benefits for the poorest. A poor
general caste woman from Malda noted, “the group dissolved as I could not give
enough time for the meetings. My husband did not approve, he would get very angry
and even beat me if I was late. Finally I withdrew and the group too disbanded”.
There are a few success stories, but these are few and far between.
Finally, transaction costs for such interventions are not necessarily lower. High rates
of repayment require careful monitoring, supervision and support to the groups. What
however happens is that transaction costs are borne by the NGOs, they in turn passing
them on either to the donors or to the borrowers, as interest rates on such credit are
generally higher than bank interest rates (Hulme and Mosley, 1998). The pressure to
start repaying soon after the loans have been taken further leads to a bias in favour of
those with some starting resources.
It would be worthwhile to briefly comment on the impact of such micro-credit
interventions on gender relations, as the data presented above reveals that 90 per cent
of micro-finance was going to women’s Self Help Groups. Evidence from Bangladesh
is contradictory. While Hashemi et al. (1996) note that the control over income and
assets by women do strengthen women’s bargaining position within households,
Goetz and Sengupta (1995) suggest that access to credit has not always served to
strengthen women’s bargaining position in the household, but has often led to
increased stress due to the pressure to repay as well as enhanced violence. Yet
interestingly in analysing different dimensions of empowerment of Grameen and
BRAC members and non-members, Hashemi et al. found that while control over
decisions on purchases, and political and legal awareness was much higher amongst
members, on the variable they called ‘freedom from domination’ which included
taking of money and jewellery against her will, being prevented from visiting the
natal home or from working outside the home, responses from both members and
non-members were at par with each other (1996: 40). Kabeer (1998), reviewing both
the negative and positive evaluations of credit programmes in Bangladesh notes that
while they may indeed increase work burdens in some instances and violence in
others, the perception of women as contributing to the household and sharing in the
burden of provision does mitigate their sense of dependency and enhances their sense
of self-worth, interdependence in familial relationships and voice in household
decision-making. While no intervention may have a uniform set of outcomes and
these are likely to vary with household structure, resources and status, yet the very
fact of having access to a resource does expand women’s choices.
In the Indian context, a study of women’s Self Help Groups in Andhra Pradesh points
out that while the organisation of women into groups is indeed a strategy in the right
direction, advocated for long by women’s organisations20, and does have significant
20
Collective action was a key strategy for the empowerment of third world women emphasised by the DAWN
collective (Sen and Grown, 1987), reiterated in later documents such as Shramshakti, 1988. But even earlier in
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gains for women at the individual level, it does not automatically contribute to
changing social norms and achieving gender equity. There is in fact evidence to the
contrary. When women’s incomes increases, as does their influence in the public
sphere, women’s work burdens at home are likely to increase, there are more frequent
instances of domestic violence and tensions in general tend to get accentuated within
households (Deshmukh-Ranadive, 2003). Kabeer (2005) too agrees that credit per se
may not have empowering effects for women and there is need for specific
organisations to advance women’s rights in the wider social arena (see also Nirantar,
2007). Credit access may then well have both positive and negative effects
simultaneously and generalisations simply in favour or against credit for women
would be mistaken; what matters is not to have unrealistic expectations of changed
gender relations, to accept that evaluation requires a longer time perspective than is
commonly the case, and to ensure careful critical scrutiny in programme monitoring.
A final point can be made about caste disadvantage in setting up enterprises. A study
of 90 dalit business people across six Indian states revealed a range of problems faced
by them in accessing credit to set up their business, despite the fact that a majority
chose to stick with caste-related businesses or general enterprises. 80-85% of the
sample applied for credit from the government or nationalized banks, but over 60% of
them were denied it. For those who were successful, this was because they had a
member of the family in the institution, their application was facilitated by an NGO,
or they paid large bribes. While credit was a major barrier, other barriers existed too,
such as the difficulty of getting workers or procuring initial order, due to the lack of
trust and stigma attached to the dalits, as well as stereotypical images of them as only
fit for labouring. The Economist (October 4th, 2007) noted that low caste Indians
struggle in schools and very few emerge with competitive abilities, despite the fact
that they do graduate on account of the reservation policy, and this adds to the notion
that they lack the capacity to become successful businessmen. At best, they end up as
petty traders, relying on caste for their clientele and business networks.

India, soon after independence, the strategy of mahila mandals was adopted, though the language used was one of
welfare rather than empowerment.
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Table 7.4 Access to Credit as per the Types of Business

Categories

Govt.

Social Network
Diff.
Caste
Own
Caste

No. of
Banks
Business
People

Interest Paid

Requested

Accepted

Denied

Caste
26
Related
Earlier
12
Restricted
and
Considered
Taboo
General
36

20

5

15

24

13

11

26

3

22

NA

9

3

6

9

3

6

10

4

9

Na

31

13

18

34

18

16

35

12 34

Na

Liberalised 11
market
Specialised 5

7

3

4

8

2

6

11

4

9

Na

3

1

2

3

2

1

5

4

5

Na

Diff. Caste

Declined

Own Caste

Accepted

Requested

Pvt
cap
mkt

Varying
rates of
Soft Int.

Source: Aseem Prakash, presentation at UEA on 12/10/07.

It is no surprise then that SC women rarely join SHGs or are able to sustain their
participation therein. Even if they were to get credit, making it operational remains a
substantial task.
(c) Women’s autonomy and decision making
An important historical-sociological issue related to the overlap between caste and
gender (not applicable to men) is the following. It has historically been the case that
the subordination of women was crucial to the development of the caste hierarchy,
with constraints on women rising with the status of the caste in the hierarchy (Liddle
and Joshi, 1986). Thus, upper caste women were typically subjected to greater
immurement and taboos on mobility and visibility, which included an undervaluation
of their role in the family and workplace (such as disinheritance from land, exclusion
from the productive economy, removal from public life and seclusion) and dalit
households were characterised by more egalitarian spousal relations as well as by
fewer taboos. Thus, there was presumed to be a trade-off: while Dalit women were
worse-off in terms of material standard of living, they were better-off in terms of
lower taboos and better relationships with their husbands/partners. Deshpande (2002)
has argued that this trade-off might be vanishing such that Dalit women now face the
double brunt of both material deprivation as well as higher taboos than they might
have traditionally faced. Of course, historical taboos cannot be established with data
but there are anthropological accounts to substantiate claims of relative immurement.
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Thus, the relative freedom of Dalit women may now be more illusory than real. While
actual material improvements among the Dalit castes are not substantial, there is
evidence to suggest that the phenomenon of Sanskritisation (lower castes’ emulating
upper-caste practices as symbolic of a betterment in their position) (Srinivas, 1976)
may be spreading widely. To the extent that Sanskritisation extends to an emulation
of immuring women, the distinction between the two rungs of women, based on the
relative freedom quotients, becomes largely redundant. The second round of NFHS
collected data on a set of variables related to women’s autonomy and decision making
allowing for a direct comparison between the broad caste groups on a range of
questions. The third round of NFHS continued with that practice; however, with
addition, deletion and modifications of questions from the earlier round. Despite these
comparability issues, the two rounds do offer some interesting insights into issues
related to women’s autonomy and decision making and changes therein.
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Table 7.5 Some indicators of women’s autonomy, India, 1998-99 and 2005-06
Caste/ Tribe
1
2*
3
4
5
6
7
8
SC: 1998-99
2005-06
ST: 1998-99
2005-06

9.1
14.37
7.6
15.27

86.2
61.66
87.6
62.2

49.7
63.01
49.8
59.17

51.8
52.95
52.9
54.58

47.4
60.13
48.8
61.97

31.3
53.24
30.7
49.55

23.7
38.66
26.2
35.1

56
56.12
50.7
61.96

OBC:1998-99
2005-06

10.2
17.39

84.4
59.38

51.3
60.22

52.5
51.82

48.4
58.99

34.7
49.75

26.6
35.21

62.4
53.98

Others:1998-9
2005-06

9.3
13.26

84.7
60.75

53.3
65.43

53.3
54.29

48.2
63.24

29.6
53.42

22.7
40.92

61.0
54.11

1: percentage not involved in any decision making
2: percentage involved in decision making on what to cook in NFHS-2 and decision-making
on daily purchases in NFHS-3.
3: percentage involved in decision making on own health care
4: percentage involved in decision making on purchasing jewellery etc.
5: percentage involved in decision making on staying with her parents/ siblings
6: percentage who do not need permission to go to the market
7: percentages who do not need permission to visit friends/relatives
8: percentage with access to money
Source: NFHS-II and III

NFHS-2 indicates that as far as autonomy is concerned, the percentage of women not
involved in any decision making does not vary between the SCs and Others. In fact,
this proportion is marginally higher among the OBCs, providing some support to the
sanskritisation hypothesis, albeit weak. Looking at the nature of decision making, it is
only in the decision on “what to cook” that the SC and ST women report higher
percentages than OBC and Others. In other areas, especially the crucial one of “own
health care,” the proportion of women involved in this area of decision making seems
to increase in the higher castes. We can see a similar trend in “purchasing jewellery
and other large purchases” indicating that these aspects of decision-making are also a
function of material conditions. This distinction is the sharpest in the case of
“percentage with access to money,” where 56 percent of SC women report yes, as
compared to 62.4 percent of OBC women and 61 percent of Other women. The
“freedom of movement” variables, or the percentage of women who do not need
permission to go to the market or visit friends/relatives, are only marginally higher in
the case of SC women compared to the Other women. In this area, the OBC women
report the highest percentages, which could result from their having a low-enough
caste status coupled with marginally better material conditions.
By 2005-6, it is clear that the trade-off does not exist at all. NFHS-3 data indicates
that SC women seem to have lost the comparative advantage in terms of freedom of
movement, as the proportion of SC women involved in decision making on visiting
family and relatives is lower than that for Other women. Proportion of SC women
involved in making daily purchases is slightly higher than the Other women, but this
slight difference is counteracted by all the other indicators according to which SC
women are worse-off than Other women. The pattern regarding OBC women supports
the view that the emulation of upper caste practices towards women might be the
strongest among OBCs. Their freedom of movement seems significantly curtailed in
relation to the other caste groups during this period. The positive feature of this data is
hoever that Other women seem to be improving their indictors of relative autonomy;
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whether that is due to higher levels of education among their families or some other
influences, it is difficult to say, the worse indicators of autonomy now lying with the
OBC women.
What the above tables suggest is that while the material gap persists between dalit and
upper caste women, any autonomy they may have enjoyed to compensate for their
poverty appears to be disappearing. The caste-gender overlap unambiguously suggests
that dalit women are worse off than upper caste women in contemporary India. This
also emerges from ethnographic studies such as by Nakkeeran (2003), who in
studying the complex mediation between caste, economic status and gender within a
small village in Coimbatore district of Tamil Nadu, shows that low caste women who
enjoy a higher work participation rate and make a significant contribution to the
family economy, do not necessarily enjoy higher levels of literacy, food security,
health, leisure or even decision-making. The upper caste households predominantly
hire in outside labour and/or in which men are usually salaried employees, women
seldom take up any paid employment, yet they may have a better quality of life in
terms of leisure, food, health and command over the labour of poorer women. A study
conducted by Tamil Nadu Women’s Forum on the unheard voices of dalit women
(2007) found that dalit women work more than bullocks or men. On an average,
bullocks and men work for 1064 and 1202 hours respectively on a hectare of land in a
year. A dalit woman however works for more than 3485 hours. Ramachandran et al.
(2001: 12) too found that landless dalit women were employed for three weeks a year
more than landless non-dalit women. This might signal a greater commitment by dalit
women to agricultural wage work, or less aversion by dalit husbands to wives doing
such work. Yet, this could also suggest that some of the decline in agricultural wage
labour by landed and/or upper caste women is related not to limited opportunities but
to ‘choice’ (related to education, the availability of better jobs, or indeed the wishes of
husbands to limit wives’ agricultural wage work). What seems to emerge is the need
for an enabling institutional framework to enable women to make full use of their
capacities and live and work with dignity.
As part of the sub-national study for this project, 80 women were interviewed in the
two UP sites: 22 SC, 29 OBC, 17 Muslim and 12 Brahmin. The responses of OBC
women were split by their class position. So the SC and poorer OBC women who
worked as wage labour could decide on their work and use of wages for small
purchases. This was not the case for better off OBC women, who managed their own
farms or milch animals. As one woman in Sanaha, Gorakhpur, reported, “they are
sending the money, so they have to be asked about usage and accounts for the
expenditure given to them”. Her husband, along with many other men from the
village, is a migrant to Mumbai, he has a mobile phone and gives advice regularly.
She, like the poorer women, cannot decide about larger issues such as the marriage or
education of the children, even though she manages the day-to-day activities. While
19% of these women do contribute to household earnings, their role in decisionmaking is unclear.
In the West Bengal study, while decisions of purchase of household assets were
finally taken by men, as well as decisions on marriage of children, especially the age
of marriage, though perhaps after some consultation, it was in the area of education,
especially girl’s education, that women definitely had a say. Upper caste women in
particular fought for higher education for their daughters, albeit geared to ultimately

101

finding a good groom. Out of 39 women interviewed, only three had exercised some
choice in terms of marriage partner and two are still unmarried. 15 of them had
interrupted their studies for marriage.
In Sen’s (1990) terms, the perception of contributions is as important as actual
contributions in influencing intra-household bargaining and resource allocation. One
reason for unchanging perceptions despite women’s contributions may relate to the
nature of work available to women, largely informal and low-paid. With rising costs,
this makes it difficult for them to make ends meet. In the rural areas, work is irregular
and continues to be poorly paid. While the national average for female participation in
NREGA is 45%, UP has a particularly poor record of less than 15% (and West Bengal
16%). But more, work is not available and over half the sanctioned budget has not
been utilised (www.nrega.nic.in, accessed on 7/12/07). In such a context, it is not
surprising that women may choose not to work, if their husbands are able to earn
enough to support them.
Violence
But coming back to the issue of autonomy and decision-making, the possible link with
asset ownership has already been mentioned. SCs in general and SC women in
particular have much lower access to assets, especially land, and hence are also likely
to face greater structural constraints in terms of engaging with processes of growth.
But for women in particular, research in two states of India – West Bengal and
Kerala, and Sri Lanka, conducted by the International Centre for Research of Women
reveals that irrespective of productivity effects, asset ownership enhances a degree of
social protection apart from substantially lowering the risk of violence. Nonpropertied women are much more likely to experience violence than propertied
women (who account for roughly 30% of the study sample), both physical (38.5%
against 15%) and psychological (50% against 28%). Interestingly, much more
significant than land is the ownership of a house in this context (Panda and Agarwal,
2005, ICRW, 2006). As against 61% of women with land, only 13% of women with a
house faced any form of violence (ICRW, 2006: 79). Despite the contribution of SC
and ST women to household income, they seem to suffer more regular violence than
women of other categories, linked also to their lack of asset ownership, a blow to the
presumption of more egalitarian gender relations amongst the lower castes.
Table 7.6 shows self-reported figures for percentages of ever-married women beaten
or physically mistreated since age 15, indicating that 27.4 percent of SC women
reported physical mistreatment as compared to 15.7 percent of “Other” women (and
23 percent of OBC women) in 1998-9. The question always arises on whether the
incidence of physical violence is actually lower among upper castes or whether the
SC women are more candid about their condition. NFHS-II however reports that “the
prevalence of domestic violence decreases substantially as the standard of living
increases” (p.76). Given the association between caste and standard of living, there is
reason to believe that the incidence of domestic violence might be greater among the
SCs than for upper-caste women. Interestingly, the NFHS-3 data indicates that the
incidence of violence of all types with the exception of mistreatment by in-laws
appears to have increased across all categories of women, or perhaps the reporting is
higher due to enhanced awareness, nevertheless the pattern of violence remains the
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same, with SC women, despite being perhaps the most economically active, getting
the brunt of it. In the field studies, women across the board spoke of violence in the
family and eve-teasing in public. Adolescent Muslim girls from Sanaha in fact
complained that their mobility was severely restricted on account of eve-teasing; they
were no longer being sent to schools. But it is the SC and ST women who face greater
violence from individuals outside their families. Incidents of dominant caste men
raping, beating and terrorising dalit women are known to be a regular feature. All
these factors contribute to a situation where dalit women are quite decidedly at the
bottom of the economic ladder and in addition, face constraints and violence in
greater measure than the upper caste women.
Table 7.6 Women's experience with beatings and physical mistreatment,
India, 1998/99 and 2005/06
1
2
3
4
1998-9 2005/6 1998-9 2005/6 1998-9 2005/6 1998-9 2005/6
1.SC
2.ST

25.2
20.8

35.37
33.83

2.2
1.8

1.32
0.84

3.3
3.0

8.61
8.13

27.4
23.0

35.33
33.82

3.OBC
4.Others

20.7
13.6

28.85
21.23

1.7
1.6

0.99
0.72

3.6
2.6

7.37
6.58

23.0
15.7

28.84
21.21

1: % ever physically mistreated by husband
2. % ever physically mistreated by in-laws
3. % ever physically mistreated by other family members/person
4. % ever faced any violence

Source: NFHS Reports
On June 23, 2005, the cabinet approved the Protection of Women from Domestic
Violence Bill, 2005. As noted by Kothari (2005) this amendment provided immediate
emergency remedies for women facing violence such as protection orders, nonmolestation orders, the right to reside in the shared household, etc. This was in view
of the fact that the experience of women's organisations working with battered and
harassed women increasingly showed that it was the fear of being thrown out of the
matrimonial home or any shared household that often compelled these women to put
up with violence. As Rajalakshmi (2005) points out, the Act covers all those women
who were or had been in a relationship with the abuser, where both parties lived
together in a shared household and were related by consanguinity, marriage or
adoption. Accordingly, in this definition domestic violence included not only interspousal violence, but also violence perpetrated by other family members. This is
significant because generally, an important part of the power relationship between
spouses and their families relates to dowry and its ramifications (Karlekar, 1995).
The demand for the criminalisation of dowry death and domestic violence had in fact
much earlier culminated successfully in the enactment of Sec 498A in the IPC in
1983, Sec 304B in 1986 and corresponding provisions in the Indian Evidence Act,
1872. These criminal law reforms held great promise at the time of their enactment
and sought for the first time to bring the issue of domestic or family violence out of
the protected private realm of the family and into the public domain in India. But
despite these legal reforms, societal responses to domestic violence still largely
exclude legal intervention. As argued by Kothari (2005), women who face violence
within the home claim that male batterers are rarely arrested, prosecuted, or sentenced
as severely as other violent offenders. In many police stations, policies for domestic
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“disputes” actively discourage arrest focusing instead on responses such as calling the
abuser to the police station for “conciliation” among other measures. Sentences in
general tend to be less serious for those convicted of domestic violence. Agnes (1998)
notes how the general perception for women who muster up the courage to approach a
police station is that of a deviant. Instead of registering her complaint the police
would counsel her about her role in the house. This perhaps explains the increase in
violence against women across all categories in NFHS-3.
Exposure to the media
Exposure to the media can potentially complement the impact of education in terms of
enabling women to attain a position of equality. There is a steady decline across all
caste groups of women not exposed to any media, with only the STs much worse off,
even more than the SCs, perhaps because of the remote locations in which they live.
While there is a decline in the proportion listening to the radio or visiting the cinema,
there has been a rapid increase in exposure to TV. Except for newspaper reading and
the STs for all sorts of media, inter-caste disparities seem to have declined, with
implications for access to information and opportunities. In the context of general
growth, without specific interventions, people need to be able to access information
and opportunities in order to gain benefits from the process of growth, while also
contributing to it.
Table 7.7 Percentage of women with exposure to mass media, India, 1992-3, 1998-9 and 2005-06.
NFHS-I
1
2
3
4
SC
22.7
34.8
13.8
56
ST
12
25.3
6.3
70.2
OBC
Not applicable
Others
35.4
46.8
16.2
43.4
NFHS-II
1
2
3
4
5
SC
11.0
36.9
31.1
10.3
48.3
ST
8.5
22.7
25.1
5.4
61.8
OBC
18.8
45.1
36.3
12.5
40.7
Others
30.2
56.1
42
10.5
31.0
NFHS-III
1
2
3
4
5
1.SC
15.6
50.6
26.5
5.1
38.9
2.ST
10.0
30.3
20.9
3.6
57.4
3.OBC
19.9
53.1
28.1
5.3
36.8
4.Others
33.9
66.0
32.8
6.9
24.1
for NFHS-I
for NFHS-II and III
1=watches TV at least once a week
1=reads a newspaper or a magazine at least once a
week
2=listens to the radio at least once a week
2=watches TV at least once a week
3=visits a cinema/theatre at least once a
3=listens to the radio at least once a week
month
4=not regularly exposed to any media.
4=visits a cinema/theatre at least once a month
5=not regularly exposed to any media.
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Community-level decision-making
As mentioned in the first section, a part of allocative efficiency includes not just the
utilisation or non-utilisation of resources at the level of the individual household, but
also at the level of the community or a group of households. There has been much
written about the importance of community participation in the effective functioning
and management of schools, for instance, and in particular, the role of mother’s
involvement in securing the best outcomes for their children. Yet in the selected
villages in UP one found an absence of such initiatives.
Participation in local government/panchayats
The 73rd and 74th Constitutional Amendments were path-breaking in ensuring women
a role in local government, with the usual reservations for SCs and STs within each
category, including women (Strulik, 2004). The hope was that such decentralisation
would contribute to an improvement in the delivery of services and respond to the
needs of the people, including the oppressed. Assessments of the constitutional
amendment have presented both sides of the story: that elected women representatives
continue to depend on their husbands or other male relatives for all decisions made on
the one hand; to the exercise of agency and taking of initiatives by women to fulfil
urgent local, often gendered needs, on the other (Mathew 1994, Kaushik 1998, Buch,
2001, Kurien, 1999, Mathew and Buch, 2000, Mohanty, 1996). Taking advantage of
the fact that one third of the positions of panchayat heads (pradhans) were randomly
allocated to women in India, Chattopadhyay and Duflo (2004) have been able to
establish for West Bengal and Rajasthan that: a) women in villages with reserved
pradhans were twice as likely to have addressed a request or complaint than in
villages with male pradhans; b) investments in the provision of public goods are
significantly affected by the gender of the pradhan, with drinking water, education
and roads being the priority for women; and c) in the case of an SC/ST pradhan, the
public goods were more likely to be located in their hamlets than in other instances.
As noted in the previous sections of this report, the provision of infrastructure and
services have significant effects on women’s autonomy, fertility decisions, supply
response as well as educational attainments, all having significant growth impacts. In
short, female participation in local government is good for growth.
What seems clear from the literature on inclusion and exclusion in community
institutions (Alsop, 2000, Alsop et al 2002) is that education, information and gender
are all significant variables in terms of participation and decision-making, and these
cannot be taken for granted. The experience of the panchayats re-emphasises the fact
that affirmative action is essential to ensure enhanced political participation as there is
no guarantee that women’s economic independence will necessarily lead to a shift in
the gender balance in the political arena. Economic engagement may often be driven
by material deprivation, leaving women little time or resources for active engagement
with decision-making processes. In fact, male insecurities in the realm of production
could lead to a further emphasis on controlling women in the private sphere.
Interestingly, all four of the villages selected for the UP study had women pradhans,
the two in Gorakhpur were Yadavs (OBCs) and the two in Bahraich were Muslims.
One of them, the 33 year old sarpanch of Kazakpur, Geeta Yadav, is attempting to
play an active role in village affairs (see box below), in the other three cases, the
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sarpanches belong to families which have been dominant in the villages for a long
time, and when the seat was reserved, put up one of their women, so as not to lose
control. In Sanaha, the woman sarpanch is totally subordinate to her husband, the
pradhan for the last 17 years, who has retained complete control over the office. They
have land and money and people in the other hamlets feel totally marginalised, yet
there is no recorded history of caste violence. In Bahraich, both the women pradhans
were in purdah, did not go out of the home, and were hardly accessible. Though they
are Muslims, the perception amongst Muslims is that no special favours were being
done for them in terms of housing, rations or pensions.
Table 7.8: Dilemmas of a Woman Pradhan
Geeta Yadav, 33 years old, is the young Pradhan of Kazakpur village. She is married
to a functionary in the Commissioner’s Office and has two children – a boy and a girl
who study in classes 5 and 3 respectively. The boy attends a private school while the
girl goes to the government primary school. She had wanted to study further but was
married off before she could complete high school.
We found her rushing off to the primary school with the checklist for the children’s
scholarships, which had to be submitted to the NPRC. The second thing on her mind
was that the cook for the mid-day meal was absent so she had to arrange for another
woman to do the cooking. She apprehended that if no one was available she herself
would take up the task as it was her responsibility to ensure the meal for the children.
The young pradhan is proud of her status and her work. She meets everyone in the
village, moves across all the hamlets and is recognised by all. She makes it a point to
attend all the meetings at the block level. She is paid Rs 700 per month for travel to
participate in the meetings. When discussion about ration cards and PDS supply took
place in the village she was quite rattled as there were several anomalies and people
were upset. She has yet not come to grips with the nexus of the powerful PDS
supplier and the officials who bungle rations meant for the poor.
At home Geeta faces questions from her husband about her decisions, her movements
and the domestic chores left undone when she is away fulfilling her duties as pradhan.
He even questions her if she spends his money to help someone. Her husband feels
threatened by her position, her growing self independence and her image. Geeta is
struggling between two roles – that of political leader as pradhan and that of a wife as
seen by her husband. She has to play it cautiously before she can move on to the next
rung of the political ladder.
Field notes: Deepali Verma, Sept. 2007
Most of the dominant communities are against the process of reservation for women
and marginalised groups as they hold predominantly patriarchal values. Several
writers argue (Strulik, 2004, Beteille, 2002) that it is unrealistic to expect that
government programmes or legislation imposed from above will be easily accepted on
the ground, especially in this instance, where society constructs women as unfit,
ignorant or too naïve to engage with politics on the one hand, or associated with
issues of family honour that support women’s role in reproduction and at the home
more than in the public space. Even in the West Bengal villages, the common refrain
from the women was that they did not know about the meetings, they didn’t have the
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time, their husbands attended, they were not interested, but even if they were, the
samaj would object. Based on her case study from Uttar Pradesh, Strulik (2004)
however argues that even in a context of extreme gender segregation, new female
political spaces are indeed being created and gender relations subtly altered,
illustrated by the example of Geeta Yadav above.
The dalits similarly face a difficult social situation. Sudarsen (2005) examines the
working of the constitutionally guaranteed panchayat system in Pappapatti village in
Madurai district of Tamil Nadu where a dalit elected as panchayat president was not
allowed to function. She illustrates the implementation or non-implementation of the
process of transfer of the local governance to the local dalit community by the
thevars, claiming that since they constituted over 60% of the village population, they
had a right to control its governance, the dalits constituting little over 30%. Social
norms, which have made democratic deliberation on the ground difficult, have
simultaneously, in several parts of the country, in particular northern India, led to the
rise of caste panchayats (Lele, 2001). The gram panchayats are seen as ineffective,
and existing powerful groups seek to take over control.
Prem Chawdhry (2005) argues that Khap (caste) panchayats are so powerful because
of their ability to mobilise a large number of people. They appear to be democratic
from outside, but they exclude women, the youth as well as the groups lower down in
the caste hierarchy. She believes that the expansion of new technologies, globalisation
and consumerism has led to greater aggression and violence, worsened gender
equations, encouraged a greater exploitation of other subordinate categories,
consolidated repressive social forces and strengthened casteism. She relates the
phenomenon to the complexity of masculinities in present Haryana, generated by
increasing number of unemployed and unmarried youth and the relation this bears to
power. Such insecure masculinities also afford an unprecedented role to illegal and
unconstitutional bodies like caste panchayats and thereby strengthen highly regressive
trends in society. Pallavi (2005) however notes in the case of Maharashtra’s
Gadchiroli district, that women have in fact started negotiating with the caste
panchayats on a range of issues. While caste panchayats may not be able to render
women entirely powerless, yet insecurities, both economic and social, often resulting
from processes of growth and the consumerist aspirations they support, increasingly
push these institutions into regression. Through the efforts of SHGs, some areas have
witnessed women’s participation in the political sphere of caste panchayats. Yet the
vision of making women and lower caste groups more visible in mainstream local
governance institutions should continue to be promoted and strengthened.
Conclusion and Recommendations:
Control over assets by women: land, livestock and financial resources, appears to
have considerable benefits in terms of enhancing production potentials. This is related
to the shifts in employment patterns, with men increasingly seeking higher paid, nonagricultural work, and women confined to managing their fields, albeit with few
resources. But to achieve these productivity gains, what is required is not just control
over landed property, though this in itself has value for women in terms of enhancing
their bargaining power, but access to a package of inputs and services that include
credit, technology, information on agricultural methods and labour. Alongside
increasing effective land rights, it is crucial to ensure access to productive resources
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through also altering social norms regarding what constitute proper female economic
activities. Bank credit for instance can be delinked from ownership of land. This
equally applies to caste disadvantage, with the lower castes performing poorly in
terms of material resources, which in turn keeps them in a vicious circle of poverty.
In terms of autonomy, an encouraging trend is visible in terms of women of the Other
categories, previously subjected to a host of restrictions, especially on their mobility.
However, with a growth in consumerism that has accompanied the recent growth
process, the SC women seem to have lost their relative advantage in terms of
autonomy and the OBC women face growing restrictions, in their move towards
higher social status. While higher education accessed by the Other women may be a
contributing factor, as well as exposure to the media, especially TV, the data on
violence against women is disturbing across social categories. Perhaps it is a reaction
to women’s enhanced autonomy (Kabeer, 1999).
The only way to achieve a reduction in domestic violence is perhaps by more
sensitive laws and quick convictions. If laws are basically insensitive to the issue
of domestic or other violence against women, they will actually act as a deterrent
for women - women are not going to feel encouraged to use the legal route to
raise their grievances. Also, if the laws are framed well, but the legal system is
slow, costly and unresponsive, and convictions are few and far between, then it is
unlikely to provide redressal and justice. While there are no simple and enforceable
policies for enhancing women’s autonomy, better educational and occupational
outcomes are found to be positively related to women’s status within the home. This
is however by no means a linear relationship; often middle castes and classes are more
conservative in attitudes to women than those at the two ends of the distribution.
Participation by women and lower caste groups in community-level decision-making
has important growth implications in terms of setting the agenda for local
development. While a majority of the elected women may indeed be ‘proxies’ for
their husbands, additional support in the form of training, honorariums, adequate
equipment etc can indeed help to change the situation. It is important here to
emphasise that rather than taking a “deficiency approach”, namely stressing women’s
lack of education, lack of information, lack of economic resources, lack of time, lack
of experience, lack of integration into political networks and lack in toughness,
women’s existing knowledge and strength need to be encouraged.
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Section 8
Gender and Caste Development Index
Using the three rounds of the National Family and Health Survey (NFHS) data, this
section discusses the trends in the Caste Development Index, following Deshpande
(2001). It seeks to identify any possible links between caste deprivation and growth,
or between gender disadvantage and growth within different caste groups.
The three rounds were conducted in 1992-93; 1998-99 and 2005-06. While the NFHS
does not have information on consumption or income, essential for looking at material
deprivation/advantage, it has other indicators (such as land ownership, consumer
durables ownership, livestock, occupation and education) that have been combined to
construct the CDI.21 For the household, occupation and education of the head of
household have been used. The first round of the NFHS data, in line with all the other
national data sets, divides the population into SC, ST and Others. The subsequent two
rounds further divide the erstwhile Others into OBC and Others. Thus, the NFHS data
shares the limitation of other data sets inasmuch as it does not allow us to isolate the
upper castes. Thus, it needs to be stressed again that this three- or four-fold division,
while allowing for computational ease, underestimates the disparity between the top
and bottom of the caste hierarchy.
The CDI, by construction, takes a value between zero and one; the higher the bar, the
better-off the group. As the figures indicate, all the three CDIs show a substantial
regional variation, not surprising in view of the diverse socio-political regional
histories. What is interesting to note is that in all the states over this 15 year period,
the gap between SCs and Others remains persistent. The data for the last two rounds
also has the OBC category. It is interesting that despite an increase in the number and
proportion of OBC legislators (indicated by the media) and the overall feeling about
the OBCs being the dominant castes or the new elite, the disparity between OBCs and
Others is a persistent feature of this period. One of the problems with the data is that
the definitions of some variables and some questions have been changing over the
three rounds, so strict comparison of the CDI values over the three rounds leaves
certain ambiguities. However, the trends are indicative enough to suggest the
persistence of caste disparities across all states of India.

21

Following the HDI methodology, the caste deprivation index is calculated thus:
Icij is the deprivation indicator for the jth state with respect to the ith indicator for group c
( c can take three values: SC, ST, others) and is given by the following:
Icij = [max Xij - Xcij ]/ [max Xij - min Xij ], where the maximum (minimum) values are those that the given
indicator takes from the all India data. Thus in the entire country if 12 is the maximum number of assets that an
individual owns, then the max value for assets is 12, that will be used for calculation of the index in all states. Xcij
is the mean value of the ith indicator for the cth caste group in the jth state.
The caste deprivation index is an average of the five deprivation indicators, calculated as above.
Thus, Icj = summation over i [ Icij ]/ 5, for the cth caste group in the jth state.
The CDI = (1 - Caste Deprivation Index).
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Figure 8.1 The Caste Development Index 1992-3
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Figure 8.2 Caste Development Index 1998-9
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Figure 8.3 Caste Development Index 2005-6
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Using the apparatus of the CDI, we can define caste disparity as the difference
between the CDI value for Others and the CDI value for SC. We can then further rank
the different states by their levels of disparity as well as by the absolute value of CDI
for SCs, the latter being a measure of the absolute level of development of the SCs.
The idea behind using both these rankings is that a desirable outcome will involve a
low disparity as well as a high CDI for SC.
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Table 8.1: Ranking of States by Disparity and CDI
PC Real SDP
Ranks

Disparity

CDI SC

1993-94

1998-99

2002-03

1992-93

1998-99

2004-05

1992-93

1998-99

2004-05

1

Delhi

Delhi

Delhi

Haryana

Tamil Nadu

Tamil Nadu

Himachal Pradesh

Delhi

Delhi

2

Punjab

Punjab

Maharashtra

Delhi

Madhya Pradesh

Rajasthan

Jammu

Maharashtra

Gujarat

3

Maharashtra

Maharashtra

Punjab

Punjab

Karnataka

Madhya Pradesh

Rajasthan

Punjab

Maharashtra

4

Haryana

Gujarat

Haryana

Bihar

Bihar

Bihar

Delhi

Gujarat

Assam

5

Gujarat

Haryana

Gujarat

Himachal Pradesh

Andhra Pradesh

Delhi

Punjab

Jammu

Himachal pradesh

6

Tamil Nadu

Tamil Nadu

Tamil Nadu

Jammu

Haryana

Gujarat

Assam

Haryana

Jammu kashmir

7

Kerala

Karnataka

Himachal Pradesh

Madhya Pradesh

Orissa

Uttar pradesh

Madhya Pradesh

Himachal Pradesh

Haryana

8

Himachal Pradesh

Himachal Pradesh

Karnataka

Maharashtra

Punjab

Punjab

Gujarat

Assam

Punjab

9

Karnataka

Kerala

Kerala

Orissa

New Delhi

Andhra Pradesh

Haryana

Kerala

Rajasthan

10

Andhra Pradesh

Andhra Pradesh

West Bengal

Andhra Pradesh

Gujarat

Orissa

Uttar Pradesh

Madhya Pradesh

Madhya Pradesh

11

West Bengal

West Bengal

Andhra Pradesh

Tamil Nadu

Uttar Pradesh

Haryana

Maharashtra

Rajasthan

Uttar pradesh

12

Madhya Pradesh

Rajasthan

Rajasthan

Karnataka

Rajasthan

Kerala

Karnataka

Uttar Pradesh

Kerala

13

Jammu & Kashmir

Madhya Pradesh

Madhya Pradesh

Rajasthan

Kerala

Himachal pradesh

West Bengal

Tamil Nadu

Tamil Nadu

14

Rajasthan

Jammu & Kashmir

Assam

Gujarat

West Bengal

Jammu kashmir

Orissa

Karnataka

West Bengal

15

Assam

Assam

Orissa

West Benga

Himachal Pradesh

Maharashtra

Andhra Pradesh

West Bengal

Andhra Pradesh

16

Uttar Pradesh

Orissa

Uttar Pradesh

Keral

Assam

Karnataka

Kerala

Andhra Pradesh

Karnataka

17

Orissa

Uttar Pradesh

Bihar

Assam

Jammu

West Bengal

Bihar

Bihar

Orissa

18

Bihar

Bihar

N/A

Uttar Pradesh

Maharashtra

Assam

Tamil Nadu

Orissa

Bihar

Source of PC real SDP: www.indiastat.com: table 51676
Disparity and CDI are author’s own calculations from NFHS I, II and III
Only those states that are common to all 3 rounds have been retained in this table
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A comparison of the three rounds on both these counts indicates the following:
1. The states with high CDI for SCs are not necessarily those with low disparity.
For example, for 2005-06, Tamil Nadu, Rajasthan and Madhya Pradesh top
the disparity list. The rankings of these states by CDI for SCs are 13, 9 and 10
respectively. At the other end of the spectrum, we have states like Karnataka
and West Bengal that have low disparity but have low CDI for SCs as well.
We can see similar patterns for the earlier two rounds, suggesting that states
that do well on one count, viz, high CDI for SCs, need not necessarily do as
well on the other count, viz, low disparity.
2. The three rounds of NFHS have seen several ups and downs in the rankings of
states on both these counts. Thus, round 1 saw Haryana, Delhi and Punjab top
the disparity list, round 2 had Tamil Nadu, Madhya Pradesh and Karnataka
and round 3 has Tamil Nadu, Rajasthan and Madhya Pradesh at the top.
Similarly, in terms of CDI for SCs, round 1 had Himachal Pradesh, Jammu
and Rajasthan, on top, round 2 had Delhi, Maharashtra and Punjab and round
3 had Delhi, Gujarat and Maharashtra. .
3. A part of these swings could be attributable to data inconsistencies: the
changing definitions of variables, inclusion, exclusion and modifications in
data questions, as well as, for instance, the creation of three new states
between the second and the third rounds. In addition to these, what these
suggest is that the variety of factors affecting the variables that go into the
construction of the CDI are producing a complexity of influences, leading to
eventual outcomes that fluctuate a lot. Of the five variables that have gone into
the construction of the CDI, the two that have displayed the most variation are
occupation and education.
4. Across the three rounds, there is no clear-cut relationship between the real per
capita SDP (State Domestic Product) or the rate of growth of SDP and either
the CDI for SCs or disparity. Thus, we see all kinds of patterns in all the three
rounds. For instance, for 2004-05, we see poorer states with high disparity
(Madhya Pradesh and Bihar); richer states with high disparity (Tamil Nadu,
Delhi, Gujarat), poor states with high ranks on CDI for SCs (Assam and
Jammu & Kashmir), rich states with high ranks on CDI for SCs (Delhi,
Gujarat, Maharashtra).
5. A similar confounding of patterns exists with respect to rates of growth of
states (table below). So, for example, we can see faster growing states with
high disparity (Tamil Nadu and Rajasthan), faster growing states with low
disparity (West Bengal and Maharashtra), faster growing states with high CDI
for SCs (Gujarat and Maharashtra ) and faster growing states with low CDI for
SCs (West Bengal and Andhra Pradesh).
This suggests that the issues of inter-caste disparity and higher CDI do not have a
simple solution in the form of either greater material prosperity of states or greater
rates of growth. The implication is that rather than relying growth to deliver
equality outcomes, specific, targeted policies might be needed for this purpose.
The case of Maharashtra could be instructive, as it has managed to achieve
relatively low disparity and high CDI for SCs over the last decade. A strong dalit
movement that has constantly pushed for entitlements, alongside policy
interventions such as the EGS have clearly played a role in this process.
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States

Table 8.2 State-wise Growth Rates and Per Capita State Income in India
(1993-94 to 2000-01)
Annual Growth Rates*
Per Capita State Income at Current Prices 2000(%)
01 (Rs.)
State
Per Capita
Income
5.5

State Income
4.1

16373

2.4

0.8

10198

4

1.3

5108

Gujarat

5.3

3.6

19228

Haryana

5.6

3.6

23742

Himachal
Pradesh
Karnataka

6.5

4.7

18920

8.1

6.5

18041

Kerala

5.1

3.9

21046

Madhya
Pradesh
Maharashtra

4.3

2.3

10803

5

2.9

22179

Orissa

2.5

1.3

8547

Punjab

4.9

2.9

25048

Rajasthan

6.5

3.8

11978

Tamil Nadu

6.1

5

19889

4

1.8

9721

West Bengal

7.2

5.5

16072

India

6.3

4.3

16707

Andhra
Pradesh
Assam
Bihar

Uttar Pradesh

Notes : * : At Constant (1993-94) Prices 1993-94 to 2000-01.
Source : Economic Survey of Maharashtra 2002-03, Directorate of Economics & Statistics, Planning Department,
Govt. of Maharashtra.

The Gender Caste Development Index
Roughly 90 percent of all household heads in the NFHS-1 and -2 data were male, but
in the third round this proportion is 86 percent. Thus, the CDI, while highly
instructive from the point of view of caste disparities, does not offer insights into the
gendered patterns of caste disparity. The NFHS dataset has a separate survey with
only women as respondents. Deshpande (2001b and 2007) extended the CDI
framework to the women’s survey to calculate and analyse the gender-caste
development index (GCDI) (disparities between different caste groups among
women).
Three out of the five indicators that go into the making of the CDI are household
specific (consumer durables, land and livestock) and hence are common both to the
CDI and the GCDI. The other two variables, namely education and occupation, are
individual specific and contribute to the differences between the CDI and the GCDI.
There are important and valid questions related to the intra-household distribution of
resources and it is a moot point whether and to what extent, women have claims over
the household resources. However, the existing information does not allow us to
assess the nature and extent of these claims and thus, we assume that these household
resources are indicators of material prosperity or deprivation of households and
therefore, also of the women in the households.
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The GCDI over the three data points reveals that the SC women remain very much at
the bottom of the rankings, much like their male counterparts. However, one
noteworthy feature of this data is the improvement in the values of the GCDI for all
categories of women across the three rounds, issues of strict comparability
notwithstanding. However, the inter-caste disparity remains persistent. The patterns of
GCDI and per capita real SDP as well as rates of growth of states are as unclear as in
the case of CDI.

Figure 8.4 Gender Caste Development Index 1992-3
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Figure 8.5 Gender Caste Development Index 1989-9
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Figure 8.6 Woman Development Index 2005-6
0.8

0.7

0.6

0.5
ST
OBC
OTHERS
0.3

0.2

0.1

Tamil Nadu

Kerala**

Karnataka*

Andhra Pradesh

Goa

Gujarat

Maharashtra**

Assam

Tripura

Orissa

Jharkhand

West Bengal**

Bihar**

Chattisgarh

Madhya Pradesh**

Uttar pradesh

Rajasthan

Delhi

Haryana

Uttaranchal

Punjab

Jammu kashmir

0

Himachal pradesh

CDI

SC
0.4

Selected States

116

Table 8.3: Ranking of States by gendered disparity and GCDI
PC Real SDP
Ranks
1

Disparity

CDI SC

1993-94
Delhi

1998-99
Delhi

2002-03
Delhi

1992-93
Rajasthan

1998-99
Tamil Nadu

2003-04
Tamil Nadu

1992-93
Himachal Pradesh

1998-99
Kerala

2003-04
Kerala

2
3

Punjab
Maharashtra

Punjab
Maharashtra

Maharashtra
Punjab

Haryana
Punjab

Madhya Pradesh
Karnataka

Rajasthan
Delhi

Jammu
Gujarat

Maharashtra
Delhi

Maharashtra
Gujarat

4
5

Haryana
Gujarat

Gujarat
Haryana

Haryana
Gujarat

Delhi
Jammu

Bihar
Andhra Pradesh

Uttar pradesh
Bihar

Kerala
Delhi

Gujarat
Tamil Nadu

Punjab
Delhi

6
7

Tamil Nadu
Kerala

Tamil Nadu
Karnataka

Tamil Nadu
Himachal Pradesh

Tamil Nadu
Uttar Pradesh

Haryana
Orissa

Punjab
Gujarat

Rajasthan
Assam

West Bengal
Andhra Pradesh

Tamil Nadu
Himachal pradesh

8
9

Himachal Pradesh
Karnataka

Himachal Pradesh
Kerala

Karnataka
Kerala

Orissa
Maharashtra

Punjab
Delhi

Madhya Pradesh
Haryana

Maharashtra
Punjab

Karnataka
Madhya Pradesh

Haryana
Jammu kashmir

10
11

Andhra Pradesh
West Bengal

Andhra Pradesh
West Bengal

West Bengal
Andhra Pradesh

Himachal Pradesh
Madhya Pradesh

Gujarat
Uttar Pradesh

Orissa
Himachal pradesh

Madhya Pradesh
Karnataka

Punjab
Himachal Pradesh

Andhra Pradesh
Madhya Pradesh

12
13

Madhya Pradesh
Jammu & Kashmir

Rajasthan
Madhya Pradesh

Rajasthan
Madhya Pradesh

Bihar
Gujarat

Rajasthan
Kerala

Andhra Pradesh
Karnataka

Haryana
West Bengal

Assam
Jammu

Assam
Karnataka

14
15

Rajasthan
Assam

Jammu & Kashmir
Assam

Assam
Orissa

Karnataka
Assam

West Bengal
Himachal Pradesh

Maharashtra
Jammu kashmir

Andhra Pradesh
Uttar Pradesh*

Rajasthan
Haryana

Rajasthan
West Bengal

16
17

Uttar Pradesh
Orissa

Orissa
Uttar Pradesh

Uttar Pradesh
Bihar

Andhra Pradesh
Kerala

Assam
Jammu

West Bengal
Kerala

Tamil Nadu
Orissa

Orissa
Uttar Pradesh

Orissa
Uttar pradesh

18

Bihar

Bihar

N/A

West Bengal

Maharashtra

Assam

Bihar

Bihar

Bihar
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Table 8.4: Gender and Caste Gaps in relation to Real Rural MPCE
Real Rural Median MPCE
state_cd
01.Andhra Pradesh
03.Assam
04.Bihar
05.Goa
06.Gujarat
07.Haryana
08.Himachal Pradesh
09.Jammu & Kashmir
10.Karnataka
11.Kerala
12.Madhya Pradesh
13.Maharastra
18.Orissa
19.Punjab
20.Rajasthan
22.Tamil Nadu
24.Uttar Pradesh
25.West Bengal
Total

1983
101.2
108.8
85.2
155.4
107.9
125.9
139.8
118.7
104.5
123.1
88.0
96.7
89.9
148.4
105.0
97.5
90.8
91.7
97.9

1993-94
107.1
101.7
90.0
178.7
114.2
117.1
109.7

1999-00
92.6
86.1
83.4
145.4
99.0
117.2
108.2

92.6
148.5
83.8
87.8
83.0
144.9
116.9
99.1
99.5
102.2
99.0

75.9
124.6
72.2
75.2
71.5
124.4
101.4
81.4
87.4
81.7
84.2

2004-2005
180.8
140.6
121.4
209.6
167.2
178.4
183.6
125.2
79.7
142.7
73.9
77.2
68.2
160.6
98.5
96.3
98.8
110.4
93.4

Gender Gap
1983
37.09
53.12
42.14
51.32
48.16
14.06
24.35
3.37
48.26
27.95
42.46
51.2
48.43
24.3
50.32
26
33.94
56.1
34.81

1993-94
20.52
15.02
26.3
19.37
24.31
24.65
16.59
20.6
19.55
3.76
25.36
23.16
21.76
12.59
32.33
22.24
26.62
17.89
22.37

1999-00
17.43
14.7
21.76
15.69
22.37
21.73
14.34
22.95
17.81
6.1
23.47
19.18
19.52
9.68
31.23
17.54
24.57
17.48
20.24

2004-2005
16.66
11.60
21.13
11.53
22.34
20.73
15.01
20.43
15.51
4.36
23.11
16.70
16.55
8.58
27.48
17.86
22.00
13.98
18.6

Caste gap
1983
-16.07
17.68
-3.02
73.14
-23.73
5.02
31.09
29.94
13
-5.42
13.7
-30.14
33.98
23.64
13.59
9.26
19.87
-3.41
1.17

1993-94
13.18
1.16
17.64
5.51
10.04
12.78
6.27
10.17
17.35
9.81
17.37
14
24.94
20.9
14.32
15.75
15.17
11.67
15.89

1999-00
10.53
-1.55
16.01
8.3
10.87
11.29
2.97
24.2
15.69
7.03
17.01
16.12
21.75
17.23
13.09
11.36
11.99
7.32
13.23

2004-2005
9.58
-4.32
18.86
10.00
7.55
12.09
7.29
-2.58
12.97
9.36
16.94
15.21
23.72
10.98
11.11
7.68
8.87
9.87
11.41
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Table 8.4 (continued)

01.Andhra Pradesh
03.Assam
04.Bihar
05.Goa
06.Gujarat
07.Haryana
08.Himachal Pradesh
09.Jammu & Kashmir
10.Karnataka
11.Kerala
12.Madhya Pradesh
13.Maharastra
18.Orissa
19.Punjab
20.Rajasthan
22.Tamil Nadu
24.Uttar Pradesh
25.West Bengal
Total

Change
in
gender
gap
1993-94
-16.57
-38.1
-15.84
-31.95
-23.85
10.59
-7.76
17.23
-28.71
-24.19
-17.1
-28.04
-26.67
-11.71
-17.99
-3.76
-7.32
-38.21
-12.44

1999-00
-3.09
-0.32
-4.54
-3.68
-1.94
-2.92
-2.25
2.35
-1.74
2.34
-1.89
-3.98
-2.24
-2.91
-1.1
-4.7
-2.05
-0.41
-2.13

2004-05
-0.77
-3.1
-0.63
-4.16
-0.03
-1
0.67
-2.52
-2.3
-1.74
-0.36
-2.48
-2.97
-1.1
-3.75
0.32
-2.57
-3.5
-1.64

Change
in
Caste
Gap
1993-94
29.25
-16.52
20.66
-67.63
33.77
7.76
-24.82
-19.77
4.35
15.23
3.67
44.14
-9.04
-2.74
0.73
6.49
-4.7
15.08
14.72

1999-00
-2.65
-2.71
-1.63
2.79
0.83
-1.49
-3.3
14.03
-1.66
-2.78
-0.36
2.12
-3.19
-3.67
-1.23
-4.39
-3.18
-4.35
-2.66

2004-05
-0.95
-2.77
2.85
1.7
-3.32
0.8
4.32
-26.78
-2.72
2.33
-0.07
-0.91
1.97
-6.25
-1.98
-3.68
-3.12
2.55
-1.82

Growth
rate of
real
MPCE
1993-94
5.8%
-6.5%
5.6%
15.0%
5.8%
-7.0%
-21.5%

1999-00
-13.6%
-15.3%
-7.3%
-18.6%
-13.3%
0.1%
-1.4%

2004-05
95.3%
63.3%
45.6%
44.2%
68.9%
52.3%
69.6%

-11.4%
20.7%
-4.8%
-9.1%
-7.7%
-2.3%
11.3%
1.7%
9.6%
11.5%
1.1%

-18.0%
-16.1%
-13.7%
-14.4%
-13.9%
-14.1%
-13.3%
-17.8%
-12.2%
-20.1%
-15.0%

5.1%
14.5%
2.2%
2.7%
-4.6%
29.1%
-2.9%
18.3%
13.1%
35.1%
10.9%
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Table 8.5: Gender and Caste Gaps in relation to Real Urban MPCE
Real Urban Median
MPCE
state_cd

1983

1993-94

1999-00

2004-05

Gender
Gap
1983

1993-94

1999-00

2004-05

01.Andhra Pradesh

133.01

130.84

111.50

150.49

35.49

16.34

14.42

14.15

03.Assam
04.Bihar
05.Goa
06.Gujarat
07.Haryana
08.Himachal Pradesh

158.75
127.29
232.23
150.00
165.65
246.45

186.48
137.43
176.18
158.01
157.37
189.62

162.61
114.08
149.46
148.93
137.45
195.01

253.67
141.75
159.66
198.28
200.28
270.97

15.77
69.44
10.2
16.92
-16.4
4.18

7.48
21.25
14.39
13.02
14.27
9.4

9.54
18.94
16.16
11.46
15.97
6.47

6.82
15.44
7.99
11.15
12.69
2.8

09.Jammu & Kashmir
10.Karnataka
11.Kerala
12.Madhya Pradesh
13.Maharastra
18.Orissa

145.25
152.38
143.06
124.51
166.20
137.64

142.14
176.44
128.41
159.41
145.61

125.63
140.15
104.35
126.36
105.09

168.72
154.75
180.41
121.13
156.53
122.90

23.31
32.74
20.05
23.35
30.46
11.02

11.75
13.28
4.84
18.44
13.3
15.26

16.62
9.18
3.18
14.86
11.51
15.87

14.92
12.56
3.49
13.71
9.48
10.95

19.Punjab
20.Rajasthan

170.89
146.30

173.70
150.34

144.51
127.07

226.53
145.13

10.49
67.41

8.3
22.31

9.47
21.59

7.42
17.32

22.Tamil Nadu
24.Uttar Pradesh
25.West Bengal
Total

136.91
121.00
159.68
146.10

141.41
133.74
157.38
150.44

129.82
109.51
131.12
126.16

163.97
143.98
202.53
166.50

38.68
51.02
10.44
23.76

13.96
17.03
11.55
14.3

10.9
13.85
11.23
12.58

10.05
11.63
8.36
11.22

Caste
Gap
1983
24.16
19.96
2.2
37.33
36
-15.9
42.09
28.53
8.26
7.01
-1.08
-4.39
59
13.82
24.58
23.87
11.54
-7.99
6.97

1993-94

1999-00

2004-05

16.06

9.87

5.23

9.56
21.27
27.83
10.03
24.43
17.05

7.56
15.41
-0.56
14.48
37.12
11.76

15.42
30.34
5.14
12.75
23.58
16.38

19.78
19.22
7.45
18.57
15.96
29.88

15.01
19.55
5.21
18.7
6.32
28.22

5.6
12.53
3.92
12.71
10.23
21.91

24.4
25.67

20.74
19.64

18.57
16.56

15.16
17
19.94
18.28

12.62
10.54
22.54
14.89

9.22
14.7
10.36
11.77
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Table 8.5 (continued)

01.Andhra Pradesh
03.Assam
04.Bihar
05.Goa
06.Gujarat
07.Haryana
08.Himachal Pradesh
09.Jammu & Kashmir
10.Karnataka
11.Kerala
12.Madhya Pradesh
13.Maharastra
18.Orissa
19.Punjab
20.Rajasthan
22.Tamil Nadu
24.Uttar Pradesh
25.West Bengal
Total

Correlation:
1983 MPCE
1994 MPCE
1999 MPCE
2004 MPCE

Change in gender
gap
1993-94 1999-00
-19.15
-1.92
-8.29
2.06
-48.19
-2.31
4.19
1.77
-3.9
-1.56
30.65
1.7
5.22
-2.93
-11.56
4.87
-19.46
-4.1
-15.21
-1.66
-4.91
-3.58
-17.16
-1.79
4.24
0.61
-2.19
1.17
-45.1
-0.72
-24.72
-3.06
-33.99
-3.18
1.11
-0.32
-9.46
-1.72

2004-05
-0.27
-2.72
-3.5
-8.17
-0.31
-3.28
-3.67
-1.7
3.38
0.31
-1.15
-2.03
-4.92
-2.05
-4.27
-0.85
-2.22
-2.87
-1.36

Urban

Change in caste
gap
1993-94 1999-00
40.22
-6.19
29.52
-2
19.07
-5.86
-9.5
-28.39
-25.97
4.45
40.33
12.69
-25.04
-5.29
48.31
-4.77
10.96
0.33
0.44
-2.24
19.65
0.13
20.35
-9.64
-29.12
-1.66
38.22
-3.66
1.09
-6.03
39.03
-2.54
5.46
-6.46
27.93
2.6
11.31
-3.39

Correlation:
Gender gap
-0.513
-0.748
-0.521
-0.670

Caste gap
0.364
-0.176
-0.256
0.042

1983 MPCE
1994 MPCE
1999 MPCE
2004 MPCE

2004-05
-4.64
7.86
14.93
5.7
-1.73
-13.54
4.62
-9.41
-7.02
-1.29
-5.99
3.91
-6.31
-2.17
-3.08
-3.4
4.16
-12.18
-3.12

Growth rate of
real MPCE
1993-94 1999-00
-1.6%
-14.8%
17.5%
-12.8%
8.0%
-17.0%
-24.1%
-15.2%
5.3%
-5.7%
-5.0%
-12.7%
-23.1%
2.8%
-6.7%
23.3%
3.1%
-4.1%
5.8%
1.6%
2.8%
3.3%
10.5%
-1.4%
3.0%

-11.6%
-20.6%
-18.7%
-20.7%
-27.8%
-16.8%
-15.5%
-8.2%
-18.1%
-16.7%
-16.1%

2004-05
35.0%
56.0%
24.2%
6.8%
33.1%
45.7%
38.9%
23.2%
28.7%
16.1%
23.9%
16.9%
56.8%
14.2%
26.3%
31.5%
54.5%
32.0%

Rural
Gender gap
-0.367
-0.454
-0.407
-0.328

Caste gap
0.525
-0.394
-0.331
-0.382

121

As already mentioned the gender-caste disparity index uses the household ownership
of resources as an indicator of material deprivation, along with individual
characteristics in terms of occupation and education. It hence does not capture the
impact of ownership of assets on gender equality or indeed enhancement of
productivity. But it is interesting to note that a state such as UP ranks much higher in
terms of disparity and much lower in terms of CDI when gender is taken into account,
pointing to the fact that while lower caste mobilisation may have helped reduce caste
disparity in general, its benefits have not been equally shared by lower caste women..
What is also interesting to note from Tables 8.4 and 8.5 is that while gender and
caste gaps have been improving over the last two decades, the improvement is but
marginal in the most recent period, which coincides with exceptionally high rates
of growth. This is true for both rural and urban areas. For example, both rural
Andhra Pradesh and Haryana have seen a similar improvement in MPCE between
1983-4 and 2004-5, yet caste gaps have worsened in both states and while gender
gaps have improved in Andhra Pradesh, they have worsened in Haryana. Part of
this could perhaps be attributed to the rapid expansion in self help groups and
livelihood promotion activities for women in Andhra Pradesh.
Conclusions and Recommendations:
What emerges from this analysis is that there is no clear association with either
high/low growth or high/low SDP and the CDI or GCDI. Similarly, there is a lack of
a clear pattern if we compare CDI/GCDI for SCs and disparity between SCs and
Others. In other words, the two issues, one, raising the material standard of
living for SCs, and two, lowering disparities have to be tackled independently
(one will not necessarily lead to another) through a host of measures suggested in
the previous sections.
Secondly the regional variation is substantial as is the change in rankings of
states – suggesting that political motivation and policy change do indeed have a
role to play. So in terms of policies, a continuous monitoring and review (say,
every 5 years) and readjustments of targets might lead to better outcomes. Part of
the problem appears to be the lack of appropriate mechanisms to monitor the
implementation of formal laws and policies directed to ensuring equality. While there
is a Ministry of Women and Child Development at the central and state levels and a
gender focal point in each Ministry, the latter continue to be marginalized. They lack
the teeth to demand accountability from their counterparts in other Ministries.
Thirdly, one conclusion we can draw from the GCDI, is that for women, the
point of focus should be education and occupation. Land ownership by women
should be targeted more indirectly via focusing on inheritance laws, on the one
hand, but also legal awareness on the other. Alongside this, as mentioned in the
last chapter, access to other resources needs to be delinked from ownership of
land. Intra-household access to assets is not easily controllable by state policies,
except, say via policies focusing on improving nutritional outcomes for women.
Finally, it needs to be pointed out that substantial changes have been made in terms of
gender and caste equality within the legal framework in India post-Independence.
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Some might even argue that matters have reached a stage where women are at no
substantial disadvantage compared to their male counterparts. This is especially so
when one is looking at laws related to women across sectors. However, Acts such as
the Equal Remuneration 1976 and Minimum Wages Act 1948, are rendered less
effective when the many social practices seen as ‘normal’ from a cultural point of
view, are taken into account. Even within Government Schemes it has been found that
women are paid less than men. Shifting patterns and structures of employment have
aggravated the problem of invisibility, but also insecurity, and this is further
reinforced by social norms and attitudes relating to the gender divisions of work,
especially the notion of ‘family labour’ and the differential valuations of productive
and reproductive work. While formal institutions focus on the individual; rather than
being free-floating bodies, these individuals are embedded within a social structure
that in many ways shapes the extent to which they can exercise their individuality and
claim their legitimate rights. In the present context of insecure employment and
declining real wages, security for women is increasingly seen to lie in the realm of the
familial and social, rather than public and political, leading to the ineffectiveness of a
growing number of laws and policies.
What is important then is to recognise that not all formal institutions are beneficial
and not all informal ones are harmful. Once we acknowledge that informal institutions
(like formal ones) can have both positive and negative elements when viewed from
the standpoint of gender equality and women’s rights, we can better understand how
women themselves attempt to adapt them to their needs wherever possible. Sen
(2006) has therefore proposed that in relation to formal institutions, informal
institutions may be complementary, accommodating, substitutive, competing, or
dominant (see Annexure 1 for detailed examples). Such a framework that explores the
terms of interaction between formal and informal institutions can be helpful for
developing more nuanced policies favouring gender equality in different contexts,
with starting points often lying within accepted social practice.
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Section 9
Conclusions and Recommendations
High rates of growth have characterised developments in the Indian economy over the
last few years, with a growth rate of over 9 per cent in 2005-6 and 2006-7 surpassing
all expectations (Economic Survey, 2006-7). This has however also led to some
genuine concerns about the inclusiveness of the growth process, especially on account
of the near stagnation of the agricultural sector. Reports of farmer suicides from
different parts of the country have raised questions about the neglect of the rural
sector, still home to over 60 per cent of the Indian population, and its exclusion from
growth. The Approach Paper to the 11th Plan highlights this concern, drawing
attention to both the rural-urban divide and the gender divide as critical barriers to
growth (2006: 3).
Economists are showing increased interest in feminist perspectives which reveal
gender inequality as a determinant of economic outcomes. Research is slowly
pointing out how women neither share in nor are able to contribute to growth equally
(Seguino 2000). This has led to a “new equity agenda” which shows that inequalities
based on a number of background variables such as parental education, ethnicity,
caste and gender are major obstacles to long-term equitable development (World
Bank 2006, UNDP 2005b, UN 2005). Further, it is also believed that these
inequalities (across the spectrum of women’s lives in economic, political, social and
cultural spheres) must be addressed if poverty is to be eliminated (DFID 2000). There
is hence growing recognition that gender inequality not only hampers pro-poor
growth but hinders economic growth in general both in the short and long-term
(Birdsall and Londono 1997; Deininger & Olinto 2000).
This in fact has made the MDG Task Force on Gender Equality identify three key
domains requiring urgent attention: a) the ‘capabilities’ domain referring to basic
human abilities as measured through education, health and nutrition; b) the ‘access to
resources and opportunities’ domain that includes access to economic assets (land,
property, infrastructure) and resources (income and employment) as well as political
opportunity; and c) the ‘security’ domain that seeks to reduce vulnerability to
violence and conflict (Birdsall et al. 2004).
In India, while disadvantage is multi-faceted, caste and gender are recognised as two
key indicators of social stratification. Women and members of lower caste groups
experience a range of inequalities: in health and nutrition, education, wages,
occupation and ownership, control and access to assets and resources. Low
entitlements, social barriers and discrimination combine to dampen capabilities and
hinder market possibilities. As a result, these groups suffer disproportionate rates of
poverty - a situation that is passed on from generation to generation despite gender
and caste-based affirmative action by formal institutions (Mehta & Shah 2003).In this
Gender Caste and Growth Assessment, we have attempted to analyse the links
between gender inequality and growth; and caste and growth in India; but also
examine how the membership of different social groupings interlock to deepen
disadvantage and reinforce the detrimental impact on shared economic outcomes.
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People are seen to participate in the growth process mainly through engagement in
the labour force – an analysis of labour force participation by gender, social grouping
and location has therefore been at the core of this assessment. Interestingly, in India,
labour force participation rates have been virtually stagnant over the last two decades
– a case of ‘jobless growth’. Other pathways for shared growth are thus also explored,
principal among them being education, followed by the distribution of assets and
access to physical and social infrastructure, fertility decline and female work burdens
that restrict their supply response..
In the next section, key findings of the GCGA are summarised and broad directions
for action suggested.
Women and Lower Castes Excluded from the High Growth Sectors
Growth in India is not new, it started accelerating since the early 1980s. GDP per
capita growth has however been more pronounced in the last decade, 4.3 per cent per
year between 1995 and 2004, a threefold increase in the annual rate of growth India
was accustomed to. This compares to an increase in annual GDP growth from 4 to
about 6 per cent, an increase by 1.5 times. The favourable difference between the
increase in GDP per capita growth and the increase in GDP growth is due to a slowing
down of population growth. This suggests that female empowerment may have
contributed to growth in recent years through reducing fertility.
Since 1990, the services sector has contributed more to GDP growth than industry.
For 1980-2004, agriculture contributed 18%, industry 36% and services 46% to
overall GDP growth. The data suggests however that faster a sector grows, the lower
is female participation in that sector (women make up about 35% of the workforce in
agriculture, 25% in industry, and less than 20% in services); the lower is the
participation of SCs and STs; and within SCs and STs, women are less likely to
participate in faster-growing sectors.
A U-shaped relationship between female labour force participation rates (FLFPR) and
income is suggested in the literature as arising from women needing to do manual
labour when poor and choosing to do white-collar work when rich. In the case of
India, this neither exists across states nor within states. It does however exist (within
states) for levels of education: average FLFPR is about 30, for illiterate women it is
about 50 and for graduates it is about 40: a (kind of) U-shaped relationship between
FLFPR and education. During India’s modern growth period, higher FLFPRs neither
particularly characterise faster-growing nor slow-growing states; and rises and falls in
FLFPRs occur about as frequently, and across the growth spectrum.
This lack of a definite relationship between growth and women’s work raises the need
to better understand the gender implications of the growth process – the nature of jobs
available to women, the conditions of work, as well as the need to balance productive
and reproductive responsibilities. Over 95% of women workers are engaged in
informal employment characterised by low wages, absence of secure contracts,
worker benefits or any form of social protection. High productivity often demands
long hours of work, as well as irregular hours of work. Despite the prevalence of a
plethora of Acts and Policies to ensure minimum remuneration as well as equal
benefits, these are not implemented, not even in government programmes. Women
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then are confronted with major trade-offs in terms of participation in growth and the
potential benefits from this and investment in the maintenance and social reproduction
of their households A similar situation is faced by SCs and STs.
A whole host of social norms, rules and routines appear to constrain women, and the
lower caste groups, from realising their legal entitlements, pervading as they do not
just community and local processes, but also state and economic ones. These informal
institutions, strongly gendered, cover a gamut of human interaction from the most
private sphere of sexuality to the public arenas of economic and political life, whether
in terms of access to property and other productive resources, divisions of labour or
political participation. They are however not fixed and do change in response to the
external context, as visible in the regional variations across India itself. Finally, they
are not always negative, but do offer women opportunities to exercise their agency
and gain social status. Faced with insecure employment opportunities and declining
real wages, it should be no surprise that women seek security in the realm of the
familial, rather than the public.
Policy Implications
• Develop a better understanding of the working conditions and requirements
of the high growth sectors of the economy to enable the provision of
additional support to women and lower caste groups to overcome the
barriers and participate in these sectors. These include the provision of child
care, minimum wages and other employment benefits that can ensure
women an asset base for fall-back in the future.
• Understanding the interactions between the formal and informal institutions
in order to build on complementary and accommodating institutions and
support those that can substitute for a lack of formal provision.
Female education and investments in human capital are crucial for growth
Education possibly emerges as the key driver of growth. There is evidence for a
persistent, but generally declining, gender gap in education, both in urban and in rural
areas, but with a much larger gap in rural areas, and considerable variation across
states. Perhaps most remarkable of all: gender gap is larger for lower levels of
education: e.g. in rural areas, the number of males per 100 in the category literate and
up to primary minus the number of such females is equal to 8 in 2004/05 (down from
16 in 1983/4); for graduates this gap is only equal to two.
However, school dropouts for girls is a much more serious concern for SCs and STs
than for other groups, especially at the post-primary level, resulting for example in a
negligible 0.52% of rural SCs that are in the category “graduates and above”. This
could be a result of the need to support household incomes directly or indirectly
(through performing domestic chores), lack of attractive employment opportunities,
lack of easily accessible secondary schools (especially for STs) and the poor quality
of provision. With growing privatisation and the increasing costs of obtaining what is
seen as ‘quality’ education, girls, especially of the SC/ST category, remain the most
disadvantaged. The gender and caste interact interaction is clearly visible in the case
of access to post-primary education.
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Intra-household gender inequality in educational achievements is however worst for
upper-caste Hindus, followed by SCs, Muslims, STs and Others, in that order. Uppercaste Hindus and SCs have more, Muslims and Others less, and STs about the amount
of gender inequality in educational achievements that their FLFPRs would predict.
Female education has larger effects on household income growth than male education
at all levels of education. 86% of the growth difference between North and South
India that is due to education is due to differences in female educational
achievements; the remaining 14% is due to differences in male educational
achievements. By contrast, the effects on the growth difference between social groups
that is due to differences in gender inequality in education are not found to be large.
Returns however vary with educational level, with secondary and higher education
essential for productivity and income growth.
Policy Implications
• Investments in human capital continue to be a priority. Despite a massive
expansion in educational investments in order to ensure access to primary
education to all children, this continues to be of poor quality, and gender
and caste disparities in outcomes persist. Improving quality of basic
education should hence be a priority. This would include ensuring
manageable teacher-student ratios, classroom infrastructure and good
quality curriculum and teaching-learning material.
• In addition to financial and material incentives for girls and lower caste
groups, incentives (could be non-tangible such as extending public
appreciation) also need to be provided to schools and teachers to ensure that
equitable and relevant learning takes place within the school.
• Affirmative action should take account of multiple sources of disadvantage,
not just caste or gender per se, but additionally parental occupation,
rural/urban residence and region.
• Apart from continuing with incentives to the student, the household and the
school, there is need to also ensure reliable, safe and affordable transport to
the village/town that has a middle school. Increasing proportion of women
teachers as well as the provision of toilets for women (both teachers and
students) is likely to improve attendance.
• In the medium term, the focus should be on establishing a middle/secondary
school in every village.
Promoting female employment can be good for growth but requires complementary
policy
Employment is often considered the major pathway for growth. For each social group,
for rural and urban, for males and females, LFPRs however did not change much
during India’s modern growth period. Remarkable differences between groups have
thus persisted: males continue to have much higher LFPRs than females and rural
women much higher than urban women. Thus, LFPR is about 85% for rural males,
80% for urban males, slightly less than 40% for rural females, and about 20% for
urban females. For social groups, differences between male LFPR are not large, but
they are stark between female LFPR: In rural areas, FLFPR for STs is almost 60%,
for SCs and OBCs it is close to 40% (separately computed; it happens to be similar),
and for all others (so includes upper-caste Hindus) it is close to 25%. In urban areas,
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female LFPR is about 30% for STs, close to 25% for SCs and OBCs (as before); and
only about 15% for “others” (again: includes upper-caste Hindus).
Female unemployment rates have been increasing over the last two decades, more so
for urban women. Although they are thus employed far less often, when they are
employed, urban women are about four times more likely to be salaried employees
than rural women (40% of employed urban women versus 10% of rural), who
continue to dominate the agricultural sector, or engage in forms of petty production,
jobs in rural services not having been created. Despite being in regular, salaried
employment, the jobs available to them however tend to be clustered at the lower ends
of the labour markets, as service providers in hospitals, schools and domestic homes.
Both in rural and in urban areas, wages (averaged across all workers) are higher for
men than for women: about 40% higher in 2004/05 for urban areas, and about 85%
for rural areas. In percentage terms, the gender wage gap in rural areas is about now
what it was in 1983/84; however, in urban areas it declined from 71% in 1983/84 to
the 40% mentioned in 2004/05. This declining wage gap in urban areas is interesting.
Taking a closer look, it transpires that wages of both rural and urban women have
risen (in real terms) by about 90% both in urban and in rural areas. Wages of rural
men grew by a similar percentage. However, wages of urban men “only” grew by
55%, which explains the declining wage gap in urban areas. Taking an even closer
look than that, it is nonetheless the case that the gender wage gap has widened most
(more than for other category, be it in rural or in urban areas) for higher-educated
women in urban areas. The declining overall gap in urban areas is thus due to the
expansion of employment for women with relatively little education.
Male employment (of all types) has much larger effects on household income growth
than female employment (a direct result of higher hourly earnings). The very large
growth effects that the literature attributes to (hypothetical) increases in FLFP in India
will only come about if wages and human capital are equalised across men and
women. It is then imperative that these issues are tackled simultaneously.
Policy Implications
• Labour force participation is an important sphere of life, which enhances
control over income and consequently autonomy for women. Women lack
property rights and have few benefits from lifelong work which is either
unpaid or lacking benefits in the informal sector. Widow destitution in old
age is then only to be expected. As a majority of women are in informal
employment, there is urgent need to pay attention to the payment of
remunerative wages, worker benefits including child-care and old age
security as well as safety, in short, the need to ensure ‘decent work’.
• Need to ensure quick and easy redress in instances of sexual harassment at
the workplace.
• Need to focus on skill training and vocational education alongside basic
education in order to provide women, in particular from the lower caste
groups, employable skills, in the high growth sectors.
• Expansion of non-farm employment including self-employment in rural
areas through the provision of adequate credit and other resources to
women and the lower castes to enable an enhancement in the productivity of
rural female labour.
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•

Provision of infrastructure and service support to address women’s time
poverty.

Rigidifying gender divisions of labour adversely affect growth
Low female supply response can be explained by both the expansion in domestic
work burdens, especially in urban areas and the increasingly rigid gender divisions of
labour. If the extended SNA activities (household maintenance and care functions as
per the System of National Accounts) are included as economic activities, then
women’s contribution is in fact higher than that of men (the problem then lies in
accounting for women’s work). Educational status does not seem to affect the time
spent on domestic activities. Rigidifying gender divisions of labour appear to be a
consequence of the broader shift in labour relations, in particular, higher male hourly
earnings across occupational and educational categories. This is reinforced by the
poor work environment for women – the lack of child-care, worker benefits, and the
growing exposure to abuse and harassment at the workplace.
Women’s reproductive work can have several economic implications. It reduces
educational achievements, decreasing market value and children’s potential; it places
restrictions on time which reduces market opportunities, it is physically demanding thus
affecting health, productivity and maintenance of the future labour force and it is work
that is neither paid for nor included in official accounting. Policies are therefore
essential for addressing the time constraint faced by women.

Policy Implications
• Improvement in basic services and infrastructure provision such as the
provision of drinking water, electricity, grain mills and transport services,
• Improved access to education and health services and markets for essential
commodities.
• Functional child-care facilities of good quality too need to be prioritised,
both in rural and urban contexts.
Fertility Declines enhances per capita growth
As mentioned at the start, the accelerated growth per capita in the recent decade is as
much a result of growth in GDP as a decline in population growth due to reducing
fertility. While the TFRs declined from 3.39 to 2.68 over the decade at the national
level, the decline was faster in urban areas, for the upper castes (classes), for those
with higher education and in the southern states. While changes in wage structures
and employment opportunities for women could potentially lead to a decline in
fertility by shifting women’s time allocation, the major determinants of fertility
decline in the Indian context appear to be increase in female literacy and improved
access to health services. In both cases, SCs and STs continue to be at a disadvantage.
Public policies could here be influential not just through reproductive policies, but
through general health, welfare and social security policies on the one hand and
improvement in infrastructure and non-discriminatory service provision on the other.
Coercive action can however have negative implications for women, sex-selective
abortions is a critical one.
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Policy Implications
• Priority to provision of adequate public health services, as fertility control is
crucially dependent on this. States such as Kerala with near-total coverage
of public health services have attained stable fertility rates across caste
categories, while those witnessing a privatisation of health services, have
ended up excluding the poorest, especially SCs and STs.
• Removal of wage gaps and improved employment opportunities to women
and lower caste groups.
• Provision of state services and infrastructure that can support women’s
autonomy and decision-making appear crucial in terms of their impact on
fertility.
Access to assets and finances supports growth
Substantial productivity gains derive from the control over landed assets and money
by women. Yet, women in general, but SC/ST women in particular, are excluded from
resource access and control, whether land, technology or credit, reflecting perhaps a
lack of bargaining power. While there is a general decline in per capita operational
landholdings (confirming the declining trend in self-employment in agriculture), SCs
and STs have on average a third in value of assets in relation to Others. Micro-credit
interventions have expanded over the last decade, seeking to give women access to
credit, but have not made a substantial impact in addressing livelihood concerns.
Access to loans continues to be low. Entrepreneurship, as a consequence, is lower
amongst the SCs and STs; a result of lack of resources alongside social stigma.
In terms of women’s autonomy, SC women seem to have lost any advantage they may
have had in the past. Apart from material deprivation, they are prone to more violence
and lack substantial decision-making power. Interestingly, Other women seem to be
improving their relative indicators of autonomy, perhaps a result of education. OBC
women appear to do the worst.
Finally, participation by women in local government and community-level decisionmaking has improved on account of the Constitutional 73rd and 74th amendment Acts.
Their performance however appears to be linked to both caste and educational levels.
Policy Implications
• To achieve productivity gains, need to reform inheritance laws to give
women control over landed property.
• Ensure access to a package of inputs and services that include credit,
technology, information on agricultural methods, irrespective of ownership
of land.
• Credit through Self help Groups needs to respond to women’s livelihood
needs, rather than focusing on micro-finance for small-scale, secondary and
often marginal activities.
• Improve women’s educational and occupational outcomes as identified in
the previous sections.
• Provide support to women to participate in public decision-making processes
in the form of training, honorariums, adequate equipment etc that can build
upon their existing knowledge and experience.
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Links between caste, gender and growth are not linear
Growth appears to have no direct link with either inter-caste disparity or the level of
development of SCs in relation to Others. Further, gender disparities persist within
each caste group. A positive development is the improvement in the Gender Caste
Development Index over the last decade across social groups. The possible
explanation lies in enhanced female education during this period. A state like UP,
which has failed to address gender-specific barriers to education then does much
worse in terms of gendered caste disparity than caste disparity alone. The benefits of
lower caste mobilisation have not here been shared equally by lower caste women.
What emerges quite clearly is that growth alone cannot deliver equality outcomes.
While gender and caste gaps have been improving over the last decade, the
improvement is but marginal in the last five years, which coincides with exceptionally
high rates of growth in both rural and urban areas. Growth therefore needs to go
alongside continuing policy commitments to make investments in human capital, in
particular, good quality education and health services, ensuring decent work
conditions including appropriate worker benefits and vocational and other skills, as
well as specific, targeted policies for SC/ST and women within these groups. The last
would include a host of affirmative action measures and incentives to help overcome
barriers posed by poverty, remoteness and social expectations.
While the above measures have been discussed, there is also need for regular
monitoring and reviews to identify what works, for whom and in which context. This
is particularly important as in a diverse country such as India, wide regional variations
are visible in both growth and equality, related substantially to the nature of policies
pursued and the very direction of development. Some specific fiscal and policy
measures are therefore also suggested.
Policy Implications
•
Budget analyses have pointed to a decline in development
expenditures over the last decade, with cuts in economic services (covering
functions that promote growth such as infrastructure, but also rural
development and poverty alleviation schemes) more pronounced than in
social services, though this too has declined. While education has rightly
remained a priority, specific, targeted policies and programmes, focused on
women, or SCs and STs, have declined.
Women-specific programmes include relief policies (widow benefits),
gender-reinforcing assistance (to support reproductive functions such as
anganwadi workers) and empowering schemes. The latter includes those
that promote equity (such as universal primary education) and those that
promote equality (such as child-care facilities, support to women teachers
etc). An analysis of the West Bengal budget shows that over 90% of the
outlay on women-oriented programmes goes to equity promoting schemes,
in particular education, and very marginal amounts to equality promoting
and relief schemes (Banerjee and Roy, 2003). This latter needs to be a
priority.
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Annexure 1
Institutions, Laws and Policies for the Advancement of
Women and the Lower Castes
India, a country of considerable diversity – ethnic, caste, linguistic, religious and
locational - has a comprehensive legal and policy framework to promote gender and
caste equality. Yet this is far from achieved in the sixty years since Independence.
Since legal reforms have been at the centre of the agenda for approaching gender
justice in India, the existing framework will be set out briefly, with reflections on the
possible explanations for the limitations of law in practice, enabling one to then move
on to an exploration of informal institutions.
Background
In the post-independence era, shaping a gender-just society was perceived as central
to the task of nation building and the role of law key in this respect. The Preamble to
the Constitution of India is both liberal, in terms of its emphasis on individual rights
and liberty, but is also redistributive, in terms of freeing large groups of citizens,
women but also the Scheduled Castes and Tribes, from the distortions of the past. The
imperative for women’s equality is rooted in Part III (Fundamental Rights) of the
Constitution, in particular Articles 14, 15 and 16. These rights were however
introduced within a social structure, which is itself based on an unequal distribution of
power and resources. Part IV of the Constitution therefore focused on the Directive
Principles of State Policy that essentially presented the vision or direction as to what
the country’s economic ideal or social order ought to be. Article 37, for instance,
includes the right to an adequate means of livelihood for men and women, equal pay
for equal work, protection from abuse, just and humane conditions of work, raising
the level of nutrition, free and compulsory education for children up to the age of 14,
maternity relief and conditions of work ensuring a decent standard of life (CWDS,
n.d). Many of these provisions find place in Articles 11 and 12 of CEDAW
(Convention on Elimination of all forms of discrimination against women), of which
India is a signatory.
A review by the CSWI (Committee on Status of Women in India) in the mid-1970s
found that for the majority of Indian women, the Constitutional guarantee of equality
of legal status and opportunity ‘had remained an unrealized dream’ (GOI, 1974). The
question that naturally arose was why this was the case? Was the absence of a
matching policy and institutional framework responsible for the large gap between
policy and practice? As the report pointed out, neither the norms nor the institutions
were in place which would enable women to fulfill their multiple roles in society.
Table A1.1 Key Constitutional Provisions on women’s rights
Article 14. Equality before law guarantees that:
the State shall not deny to any person equality before the law or the equal protection of the
laws within the territory of India.
Article 15. Prohibition of discrimination on grounds of religion, race, caste, sex or place of birth
No citizen, on grounds of religion, race, caste, sex, place of birth or any of them, be subject to
any disability, liability or restriction with regard to (a) access to shops, public restaurants,
hotels and places of public entertainment; or (b) the use of wells, tanks, bathing ghats, roads
etc.
Article 16. Equality of opportunity in matters of public employment
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There shall be equality of opportunity for all citizens in matters relating to employment or
appointment to any office under the State.
No citizen shall, on grounds only of religion, race, caste, sex, descent, place of birth, residence
or any of them, be ineligible for, or discriminated against in respect of, any employment or
office under the State.
Nothing in this article shall prevent the State from making any provision for the reservation of
appointments or posts in favour of any backward class of citizens which, in the opinion of the
State, is not adequately represented in the services under the State.
Article 17. Abolition of Untouchability
Article 19. Protection of certain rights regarding freedom of speech, etc. guarantees that all citizens
shall have the right to freedom of speech and expression;
to form associations or unions;
to practice any profession, or to carry on any occupation, trade or business.
Article 23. Prohibition of traffic in human beings and forced labour guarantees that Traffic in human beings and other similar forms of forced labour are prohibited and any
contravention of this provision shall be an offence punishable in accordance with law.
Article 29. Protection of interests of minorities.
Article 39. Certain principles of policy to be followed by the State guarantees that –
The State shall, in particular, direct its policy towards securing that the citizens, men and
women equally, have the right to an adequate means of livelihood;
Article 42. Provision for just and humane conditions of work and maternity relief.
Article 43. Living wage, etc., for workers guarantees that The State shall endeavour to secure, by suitable legislation or economic organisation or in any
other way, to all workers, agricultural, industrial or otherwise, work, a living wage, conditions
of work ensuring a decent standard of life and full enjoyment of leisure and social and cultural
opportunities and, in particular, the State shall endeavour to promote cottage industries on an
individual or co-operative basis in rural areas.
Article 45. Provision of free and compulsory education for children.
Article 46. Promotion of educational and economic interests of Scheduled Castes, Scheduled Tribes
and other weaker sections.

Laws and Rights: A theoretical distinction
In the late-1970s, with the growth of the women’s movement in India following the
first world women’s conference in Mexico, 1975, and the announcement of the
International Women’s Decade, alongside political mobilization for the enforcement
of Constitutional rights, there was renewed activity in the domain of legislative form.
It might be useful at this point to distinguish between what are understood as laws and
rights. As pointed out by Nivedita Menon (1998) any legal discourse is necessarily
animated by the weighing of existing rights. Indeed, a social movement is also
constrained to use the language of ‘individual rights’, which are then protected by the
regulatory mechanism of law. The emphasis on the language of individualism
becomes crucial because it is at this level that the burden of law enforcement, its
successful implementation and failure can be most evidently recognized. It is here that
the gaps between the theoretical possibilities of legislature and the practical
limitations produced by a society collapse.
The experience of the Scheduled Castes in India is a test case for understanding the
problem of equality before law and inequality in practice. Just a brief clarification on
the caste system itself. There is considerable debate over the nature of the caste
system in India and the hierarchy between castes, yet it is generally used to define
mutually exclusive, endogamous, hereditary and occupation specific groups:
Brahmins – the priests and teachers – were followed by the kshatriyas (warriors),
vaisyas (traders and merchants) and with sudras (all manual jobs, including degrading
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occupations such as scavenging) at the bottom. The system of caste however extends
beyond this occupational division to setting out rules of social interaction, food
patterns and rites of living. The sudras at the bottom were subject to exploitation,
humiliation and deprivation, as well as the practice of untouchability (Omvedt, 1993,
Thorat et al, 2006). Of course, there are divisions and hierarchies even within the
untouchable castes, and these vary across regions (Deliege, 1993, Imayam, 1986). The
adivasis or tribal communities face a somewhat different situation, as they lie outside
the Hindu caste system, yet they too are often discriminated against on account of
their different culture, language and religion.
As noted by Joshi (1980) the Indian policy makers have constantly faced the rising
aspirations of traditionally depressed groups, with their equally rising frustrations.
These have been accompanied by the ever persisting importance of ascriptive status;
the emergence of Untouchable organizations aimed at increasing mobility; and the
rapidly escalating opposition of fellow-citizens determined that change shall not
occur. Indeed, it is within this scenario that the affirmative action policies that
guarantee proportional legislative representation and encourage remedial benefits in
education and government employment for the SCs can be understood. The result of
these has been a certain level of political representation and government assistance for
low-status minorities who face both poverty and prejudice. These policies are
however deeply resented by many and are often blamed for rising violence against the
SC population. It is not unusual for individuals to be unaware of their rights and more
specifically the intricacies of the laws, but even if this is not the case, the process of
enforcement may fail due to lack of resources or realistic remedies (especially true for
marriage and property related laws). Barnhardt (2003) in her study of the Scheduled
Castes and Scheduled Tribes (Prevention of Atrocities) Act, 1995 in relation to
atrocities against SC women found that despite the establishment of Special Courts
and Special Prosecutors, the rights of SC women continue to be violated because the
government (and society more broadly) fails to enforce the existing laws. In 2004, out
of 141, 881 cases in the court, filed under the SC and ST (Prevention of Atrocities)
Act, 1989, less than 15% were disposed off by the courts. Women may not know their
rights in some instances, but more often this is a result of their weak social position
and inability to stand up to the upper caste rapists who had the support of the police
and judges, often of the same castes.
Several writers (Liddle and Joshi, 1986, Chakravarti, 2003, Beteille, 1990) have
pointed out, the subordination of women was central to the caste system, hence
upward mobility in the caste hierarchy meant that women had to strictly conform to
caste codes in terms of restricted mobility, work participation and so on, what Srinivas
(1962:9) termed ‘sanskritisation’. It is this ideology of guardianship (tied closely to
control of female sexuality, reproduction and labour) that makes women the
repositories of honour or ‘izzat’. In recent years this has led to honour killings decreed
by caste panchayats for women and men who transgress codes of caste and
community. The lower, dalit castes on the other hand, perhaps on account of their
poverty and deprivation, were historically seen to practice more egalitarian gender
norms. How far this trade off between material wellbeing and constraints on public
mobility and visibility persists is no longer clear, as fewer restrictions on working
outside their homes could be due to compelling poverty rather than a belief in
women’s right to work (Deshpande, 2001), as demonstrated also by the sub-national
studies. Secondly, while the lower castes continue to be materially deprived, they
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have attempted to emulate upper caste traditions including the undervaluation of
women’s role in the family and workplace, in addition to adopting the now ubiquitous
practice of dowry (Kapadia, 1995). So while gender disadvantage and the
undervaluation of women’s work and roles now seems to be widespread across castes,
the factor of caste enhances the vulnerability of women of lower castes.
Following up on the Constitutional guarantees, specific laws and policies have been
framed across a realm of fields: work, property inheritance, marriage, dowry and
violence, health and education. Given changes in the development context and access
to new technologies, the need has arisen for new legislation and forms of protection,
whether in terms of the Prenatal Diagnostic Techniques Act, 1994, that has sought to
control the practice of sex-selective abortion resulting in increasingly adverse female
to male sex ratios, or the Domestic Violence Act of 2005, a recognition of the
growing occurrence of domestic violence across castes, classes and contexts. Given
the continuing disparities in educational access and attainments between genders and
between different caste groups, the 93rd Constitutional Amendment Act was passed in
2005 to make free and compulsory education for all children a fundamental right (not
just a Directive Principle). In the realm of politics and governance, the Constitution
73rd Amendment Act, 1992, has made panchayats instruments of local-governance
with potential space for women and marginalised groups in the federal set-up. In
terms of assets and resource control, two recent pieces of legislation deserve mention:
the Amendment to the Hindu Succession Act, 2005, which gave women equal rights
to inherit property including agricultural land, and the Scheduled Tribes (Recognition
of Rights) Act 2006, that has sought to ensure the STs control over their local
livelihood resources.
Given the changing nature of the economy in the 1990s with increased mobilization
around women’s work and its concentration in the informal, unorganized sector, the
realm of productive work has received serious attention, especially on account of its
direct implications for economic growth. The Second National Commission on
Labour was set up with two-fold objectives: a) to review the existing labour
legislation and make suggestions for change; and b) to review the scope and spread of
the informal sector and suggest suitable laws and policies for the protection and
promotion of labour in this sector. The Second Labour Commission’s Report (2000)
has sought to redefine the concept of the ‘right to work’ which figures in the Directive
Principles of State Policy (Article 41) and invest it with the status and sanctity of a
fundamental right. It summarizes the commitments of the Government with reference
to the inalienable rights of workers under any system of labour laws and labour policy
as:
(a) Right to work of one’s choice;
(b) Right against discrimination;
(c) Prohibition of child labour;
(d) Just and humane conditions of work;
(e) Right to social security;
(f) Protection of wages including right to guaranteed wages;
(g) Right to redress at of grievances;
(h) Right to organise and form trade unions and right to collective bargaining, and
(i) Right to participation in management.
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Rights thus tell us how individual workers are constituted within the legal framework.
These are then converted into/notified as laws, which as argued by Morris and Nott
(1991), are closely related to the idea of justice. No law will be observed by all the
people for all time. Accordingly, any legislation can be reviewed from two very
distinct perspectives. One involves analyzing the theoretical limits of a law by looking
for inconsistencies within the law or in relation to other laws. A second approach is to
explore the practical limitations of law, as presented by the problem of enforcement. It
would then be important to develop a clear understanding of the circumstances giving
rise to the problem of non-implementation, but also a grasp of how the law itself is a
response to a particular predicament or situation of social inequality and exploitation.
It is for this purpose that relevant case studies and experiences of law enforcement
become crucial in understanding both the practical and theoretical limitations of
legislation, and thereafter finding a way forward.
Some of the most important laws in favour of gender and caste equality that form the
particular focus of this review are:
A) Work-Related
• The Workmen’s Compensation Act, 1923;
• Payment of Wages Act, 1936.
• Minimum Wages Act, 1948
• Industrial Disputes Act, 1947
• Maternity Benefit Act, 1961
• Inter-State Migrant Workmen (R.E.C.S.) Act, 1979
• Beedi and Cigar Workers (Conditions of Employment) Act, 1966
• Building and Other Construction Workers (Regulation of Employment and
conditions of Service) Act, 1996
• Contract Labour (Regulation and Abolition) Act, 1970
• Factories Act, 1948
• Plantation Workers Act 1951
• The Mines Act, 1952
• Equal Remuneration Act, 1976
• The Personal Injuries (Compensation Insurance) Act, 1973;
• The Bonded Labour System (Abolition) Act, 1976;
• Unprotected Manual Workers (Regulation of Employment and Welfare) Act,
1979.
• Employees State Insurance and Provident Fund Act
• The Child Labour (Prohibition and Regulation) Act, 1986, Amendment in
2006.
• National Rural Employment Guarantee Act, 2005
• The Sexual Harassment of women at workplace (prevention, prohibition and
redressal) Bill, 2006
• The Sex Workers’ Empowerment Bill, 2006
• The Unorganised Sector Workers Bill 2007
• The Unorganised Agricultural Sector Workers Bill, 2007
• The Unorganised Sector Social Security Bill 2007
B) Control over Resources and Assets
• Muslim Women’s (Protection of Rights on Divorce) Act, 1986
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•
•
•
•

Hindu Succession Act, 1956 and Hindu Succession (Amendment) Act, 2005
The Dowry Prohibition (Maintenance of Lists of Presents to the Bride and
Bridegroom) Rules, 1985
Dowry Prohibition Act 1961 and Amendment Act 1986
The Scheduled Tribes (Right to Recognition) Act, 2006

C) Health and Education
• Preconception and Prenatal Diagnostic Techniques Act, 1994.
• 93rd Constitutional Amendment Act, 2005 (Education as a fundamental right)
• The Women Welfare Bill, 2006
D) Decision-making, Governance and Empowerment
• Untouchability (Offences) Amendment Act, 1976
• The Scheduled Castes and Scheduled Tribes (Prevention of Atrocities) Act,
1989
• The National Commission for Women Act, 1990
• 73rd and 74th Constitutional Amendment Acts (providing women
representation in local government), 1992
• Prevention of Domestic Violence Act 2005
• The Right to Information Act, 2005
In addition to the Acts, there have been a range of policies too such as the National
Policy for the Empowerment of Women (2001), National Health Policy (2002) and so
on, each of which then get translated into a range of programmes and support
structures. Law and rights however are contested, and it is important to recognize law
itself as a social process. Legislating for the protection of workers in the unorganized
sector in fact has been on the anvil for the last five years, yet this has not happened.
Conflicts of interest are rampant, but it is important to recognize that these are both
gendered and socially embedded. After briefly discussing this debate, we set out a
framework for analyzing the interplay with informal institutions that seem to be
posing barriers to the easy passage and implementation of laws.
Informal Employment and Decent Work: The need for protection
It has been consistently argued that the present laws and statutes cater mainly, if not
solely, to the organised sector that accounts for less than 10% of the workforce and
the remaining 90% in the informal sector are outside the purview of social security
systems (Second NCLR). In recent years, with a globalizing economy and the
adoption of a range of flexible labour arrangements, self-employment or informal
employment appears to be the major engine of growth (Chandrasekhar and Ghosh,
2007). SC and ST households tend to be less dependent on self-employment than
other social groups, possibly because the petty production of goods and services
requires some control over assets, and access to credit, which they typically lack. But
what is striking is the very low wages in this sector, often below the legal minimum
wages in India.
The ILO has conceptualised the informal economy, in view of both the nature of
enterprise and of employment conditions as comprising of ‘informal employment
(without secure contract, worker benefits, or social protection) both inside and outside
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informal enterprises’. Informal employment refers to both self employment and wage
employment – that is not recognised, nor regulated nor protected by legal or
regulatory framework and non-remunerative work taken in income producing
enterprises (ILO, 2002) The distinguishing feature of the informal economy is that
most workers whether self employed or wage workers are deprived of social
protection safeguards including work security, health care, retirement benefits and
even representation (HNSA & ISST, 2006). It is evident that informal employment
now extends to the casual and contract workers in the organised sector, who, for one
reason or another, have failed to get the benefits of protective legislation and social
security. In this sense, all workers, who are not covered by the existing Social
Security Laws like Employees State Insurance Act, Employees Provident Fund and
Miscellaneous Provisions Act, Payment of Gratuity Act and Maternity Benefit Act,
can be considered as part of the unorganised sector. They do not have adequate
bargaining power and are thus open to exploitation by entrepreneurs. Moreover, as the
workers, particularly women, have not been able to organise themselves, they suffer
further discrimination.
The National Human Rights Commission Report (2006) broadly categorizes the work
within informal sector as “small, unregistered, uncertain and unprotected”. The report
further notes that 118 million women workers are engaged in the unorganized sector,
constituting 97% of the total women workers in India, with clearly little security of
work or income. Policies of liberalization post-1991, such as abolition of all industrial
licensing policies, reduction in public expenditure, disinvestment in the public sector,
‘Exit’ provisions like the ‘Golden Handshake Policy’ (both in private and public
sectors), have contributed to the enlargement of the informal sector. Global
competition has had the effect of encouraging formal firms to hire workers at low
wages, on loose contracts, with few social security benefits or to sub-contract (or outsource) the production of goods and services. Work is pushed out of the factories and
formal work situations into small workshops (sweatshops), homes and informal
situations. Such sub-contracting can be both domestic and international (Unni, 2001).
Keeping this fluidity in mind and recognizing the continuum between formal and
informal employment, it is useful to explore the practice of law across the range of
employment opportunities in order to gain a comprehensive picture of the obstacles
faced by working women in India along with their experiences of employment.
The Equal Remuneration Act, 1976 provides for the payment of equal wages to men
and women workers in order to prevent discrimination on grounds of sex. Eapen
(2000) notes how in small manufacturing units of the Palghat industrial belt, Kerala,
fresh female recruits were paid Rs 350 per month while their male counterparts with
the same level of education got Rs 500. This was on the ground that women were only
supplementary earners. This was a socially accepted norm that persisted despite the
acknowledgement of the fact that in poorer households the contribution of women to
family income was higher or often the only source of earning. Joan Mencher’s (1992)
work on household budgets in two villages of South India reveals that while women
earn less than men, they contribute almost the same amount as men to household
budgets. They prioritise this over their personal expenses. Yet social norms are called
into play to stop the implementation of the Act, by justifying differences in wage
payments on the basis of the different tasks performed. This holds true for individual
states and the country as a whole as seen in the table below.
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S.No
1

Table A1.2 Enforcement of Provisions of Wage Laws during 2000-2001 (central)
Name of Act
No. of Inspections Prosecutions launched Convictions obtained
Payment of Wages Act, 1936
i) Mines

4951

ii) Railways

1393

1533
-

Claims filed

1336
-

-

171

13

12

13222

9549

3541

2872

Contract Labour (R&A) Act, 1970

5268

3903

2019

138

Equal Remuneration Act, 1976

4112

903

iii) Air Transport
2

Minimum Wages Act, 1940

3
4

-

-

Uttar Pradesh

3405

380

496

5

Payment of Bonus Act, 1965

1003

45

26

6

Child Labour (P&R)) Act, 1986

1302

15

15

Uttar Pradesh

3843

418

Source: Office of the Chief Labour Commissioner (Central).

A sectoral analysis can reveal the particular problems faced in each sector of work,
and the difficulties of applying particular laws. Here we just provide one further
example of the Minimum Wages Act and its lack of uniform implementation even
within the government regulated National Rural Employment Guarantee Programme.
Other examples can be drawn from home-based work, construction and brick-kilns
and agriculture more widely.
The Government implements several schemes and programmes for the welfare of
rural workers including agricultural workers such as the Employment Assurance
Scheme, Jawahar Gram Samridhi Yojana, Swarnajayanti Gram Swarojgar Yojana,
etc. However, given the scale of the sector, implementation has always been a
problem. Considering the inadequacy of the existing legislation, attempts have been
made to enact a separate comprehensive legislation for agricultural workers. A draft
Bill, ‘The Agricultural Workers (Employment, Conditions of Service and Welfare
Measures) Bill, 1997’ was prepared by the Central Government. The proposed Bill
incorporated provisions relating to registration of land-owners and agricultural
workers, working conditions, creation of a welfare fund, implementation of welfare
schemes, setting up a dispute resolution mechanism, etc. However, the efforts of the
Central Government have not succeeded so far because of opposition from some
States, representing the interests of the landed (Corbridge and Harriss, 2000). A
revised bill entitled the ‘Unorganised Agricultural Sector Workers (Conditions of
Work and Livelihood Promotion) Bill, 2007, has now been prepared for tabling in
Parliament. A similar bill has been prepared for Unorganised Workers in general and
to ensure them basic social security. Given a crisis of employment for the poor, both
rural and urban, Parliament passed in 2005 the National Rural Employment Guarantee
Act. A quick assessment brings out some of the specific problems of implementation
which relate to both social and community norms as well as mainstream mindsets
about women’s work.
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6
1

National Rural Employment Guarantee Programme
The NREGA was the result of long-standing mobilisation by workers organisations,
women’s organizations and youth and student organizations, as part of the
Government’s commitment to the Right to Work. “Har Haath Ko Kaam Do, Kaam Ko
Poora Daam Do” Work for Every Hand, Full Wages for Every Work! was the slogan
that led the collective struggle of more than two hundred organizations who
campaigned for the enactment of the Employment Guarantee Act. The draft of the Act
was based on the Maharashtra Employment Guarantee Scheme, but with some
important changes like stronger provisions for transparency and the active
involvement of Panchayati Raj Institutions.
The objective of the Act is to provide for the enhancement of the livelihood security
of the households in the rural areas of the country by providing at least 100 days of
guaranteed wage employment in a financial year to every household whose adult
members volunteer to do unskilled manual work. NREGA was brought into force
from 2nd February 2006 in 200 most backward districts in 27 States selected for the
first phase. With the notification on 2nd February 2006, the rural households in these
districts have got the right to register themselves with the local Gram Panchayat, the
principal implementation agency, as persons interested in getting employment under
the Act. Once registered, a Job card is issued to the household by the Gram
Panchayat. Work is to be given within 15 days of the date of demand. Employment is
to be provided within a radius of 5 kilometers of residence. If not, extra-wages at the
rate of 10% of the wage would be provided towards transport and living expenses.
However, if employment is not provided within 15 days from the date from which the
applicant demands employment, a daily unemployment allowance in cash has to be
paid. The workers are entitled for the statutory minimum wages applicable to
agricultural workers in the State. Work-site facilities like safe drinking water, shade
for children, first-aid box etc are also to be made available to workers. The Act
focuses on works relating to water conservation, drought proofing (including
afforestation), land development, flood control/protection (including drainage in
waterlogged areas) and rural connectivity in terms of all-weather roads. Each district
has to prepare a perspective plan for 5 years with a bottom-up approach deriving from
the needs of the local community.
As noted by Chakraborty (2007), the NREGA provides for a multi-tier structure of
authority for implementation and monitoring of the scheme with specified functions
and duties for each authority. The agencies involved are central employment
guarantee council, state employment guarantee council, district programme
coordinator, the programme officer appointed by the state government and the gram
panchayat. The responsibility of the gram panchayat is the identification, execution
and supervision of projects as per the recommendations of the gram sabha (village
assembly). For accountability and transparency purposes, the gram sabhas are given
the power to conduct a regular social audit of individual schemes. The authority
entrusted with the implementation as laid down indicates that a coordinated approach
of different tiers of governments or vertical coordination is critical for successful
implementation of the scheme. In its absence, the effectiveness is reduced as evident
especially from the performance of the poorer states. Data provided in the latest report
on NREGA published by the Ministry of Rural Development indicates that the fund
utilisation ratio remains as low as 51 per cent even after the completion of one full

176

year of operation, and lower in the poorer States due to problems of both
implementation and funding.
A study on the implementation of NREGA in four states, namely, Andhra Pradesh,
Madhya Pradesh, Chhatisgarh and Jharkhand in May-June 2006, found a series of
issues in relation to implementation: non-issue of job cards, lack of awareness about
the wages, improper maintenance of muster rolls, under-payment and delayed
payments, lack of facilities at the worksite. The survey team reported surprise at the
response of supervisors who justified underpayment of wages with excuses such as
the tribals being inefficient as they often came to work in drunken state and hence
were not able to complete the task assigned to them. Systematic gender discrimination
in wages was also found, which mainly took two forms. Firstly, women were assigned
tasks which were supposedly less demanding, which in other words also meant that
they were given tasks which resulted in lower wage entitlements. For example,
women were discouraged from cutting hard soil and instead preferred for carrying
soil. Secondly, women were also found to take assistance of their children more often
than men and hence the ‘invisible worker’ symptom was more common for women.
(CBGA, 2006: 58).22
Another study in Rajasthan, Orissa, Madhya Pradesh and Karnataka had similar
findings in terms of more than 35% reporting corruption (highest in Orissa), nonpayment of stipulated minimum wages, manipulation in wage distribution, poor
quality of construction materials and false muster rolls, except for Karnataka.
Additionally, they found that often more than 50% of the workers on the sites were
women, in Rajasthan 70-80%, yet child care facilities were sorely inadequate if not
totally lacking. They also found systematic gender wage gaps (e.g Rs 38-40 per day
instead of the Rs 73 minimum wage in Rajasthan) and the near total exclusion of
women from participation in decision-making in the gram sabhas (ILO and ISST,
2006).
These Reports made several recommendations to improve implementation: the
translation of the Guidelines and its dissemination also through radio and other media
to enhance awareness about the provisions of the Act, workers entitlements to be
listed on the job cards and women to be made eligible to apply (not just widows),
consultation of the works to be undertaken should be localized and more widespread
(women for instance preferred water development activities), work-site facilities to be
provided especially for child care and penalties imposed for their absence, payments
to be made on time, and where these are very low, piece rates to be replaced by daily
rates, muster rolls should be displayed and social audits encouraged.
The NREGA is still in its early days, and being a flagship programme of the UPA
government, the stakes are high to get it right. It is perhaps too early to evaluate the
programme, yet warning signals need to be taken serious note of, if any change is to
be made. Apart from women, the programme is also significant for the Scheduled
Castes and Scheduled Tribes, who are likely to dominate as its participants, hence
there is need for close monitoring to ensure that discrimination is not further

22

See also Bhatia and Dreze (2006), Jacob and Varghese (2006), Louis (2006) on implementation of
NREGA in different states.
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perpetrated. If the NREGA works, it could form an example for bridging the gaps
between theory and practice in relation to other laws and policies as well.
Informal Institutions
By “informal institutions”, Martha Nussbaum and Amartya Sen (1993) mean the set
of rules of conduct, norms, routines, traditions which are deeply settled down in every
society and implicitly command its organization. One could also call it “social
institutions”. The literature on institutions and development has generally dealt with
questions of grand design such as the Constitution, the rule of law, property rights etc,
frequently overlooking the importance of informal rules embodied in culture. Even
when women formally have the same rights and liberty as men (which are still not
effective everywhere), mentalities are strongly rooted in traditions and existing social
norms, which constrain them from realizing these claims. Legal opportunities are
essential but not sufficient, it is indispensable to act on informal institutions to
reinforce women’s capabilities. In fact, the degree of success/failure of any specific
policy reform or a set of policy reform measures may depend on institutional
developments and complementary institutional reforms.
The National Policy for the Empowerment of Women (2001) also recognizes the
impact of informal institutions on the lives of the women.
• 1.9 The underlying causes of gender inequality are related to social and
economic structure, which is based on informal and formal norms, and
practices.
• 1.10 Consequently, the access of women particularly those belonging to
weaker sections including Scheduled Castes/Scheduled Tribes/Other backward
Classes and minorities, majority of whom are in the rural areas and in the
informal, unorganized sector – to education, health and productive resources,
among others, is inadequate. Therefore, they remain largely marginalized,
poor and socially excluded.
Anthropological and other research has detailed the range of women-unfriendly
norms, practices and customs in different communities and societies. Ever since the
work of Ester Boserup (1970) over three decades ago, research and policy evidence
has accumulated that both informal and formal institutions may sometimes be
supportive of, but can often be inimical to gender equality. According to Gita Sen
(2006), while there is considerable variation across different regions, countries and
communities, the norms that underpin practices cover a range that includes unequal
access to and control over property, economic assets and inheritance; strongly defined
gender-based divisions of labour within and outside the home; unequal participation
in political institutions from village to international levels; unequal restrictions on
physical mobility, reproduction and sexuality; sanctioned violation of women’s and
girls’ bodily integrity; and accepted codes of social conduct that condone and even
reward violence against women.
Further Sen (ibid) notes that these norms reflect and reproduce underlying gendered
relations of power, and this is fundamentally what makes them difficult to alter or
transform. Gendered informal institutions cover the entire gamut of human
interaction, from the most private sphere of sexuality to the public arenas of economic
and political life. Consequently, they form a web of beliefs and practices whose
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different strands mutually reinforce each other. Cutting through these strands or
replacing them with norms that are more gender equal can therefore be timeconsuming and often frustrating. Policy change is more than a matter of rational
choice and “good information – education – communication” (IEC), as changes may
be opposed or subverted by power-holders, or women themselves, in subtle and
creative ways.
However, it is important to remember that not all formal institutions are beneficial and
not all informal ones are harmful. Once we acknowledge that informal institutions
(like formal ones) can have both positive and negative elements when viewed from
the standpoint of gender equality and women’s rights, we can better understand how
women themselves attempt to adapt them to their needs wherever possible This is
noteworthy because women often have greater presence in spaces where informal
institutions abound and they may be able to use and even shape some of them to meet
those needs. This can mean that women may themselves have a stake in the
continuance of certain institutions and therefore be unwilling to give them up. Sen
(ibid.) therefore proposes that in relation to formal institutions, informal institutions
may be complementary, accommodating, substitutive, competing, or dominant. Such
a framework that explores the terms of interaction between formal and informal
institutions can be helpful for developing more nuanced policies favouring gender
equality in different contexts.
Table A1.3 Possible Interaction Modes between Formal and Informal Institutions

FI favouring gender equality exist

IIs favour GE

IIs oppose GE

Strong FIs
1. Complementary:
Knowledge networks
and use of ICTs,
Maternal health

Weak FIs
3. Substitutive:
Women’s SHGs
(SEWA/NCL
gaining recognition
for informal
employment),
women’s courts,
(ICDS)/child-care
cooperatives

2. Accommodating:
Reproduction and the
gender division of
work: Political
representation in
panchayats, equal
remuneration and
minimum wages (host
of labour laws), ILGIs
in Karnataka (all male)
arbitrate disputes,
engage in peer
education, support
people in distress.

4. Competing:
Marriage the path
to social security:
Dowry, early
marriage, unequal
wages, son
preference, sex
determination and
foeticide, unequal
educational access,
difference in health
care services and
nutrition

FI favouring GE
do not exist
5. Dominant:
Micro-finance
(mutual lending);
mutual help with
care, sharing labour
and assets,
community based
health insurance,
age plays a role in
enhancing d-m
6. Dominant:
Aspirations to
higher status in the
wake of material
welfare: Caste
panchayats,
unequal work
burdens, customary
inheritance laws,
treatment of
widows/FHH,
control mobility
and sexuality,
seclusion
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Note 1: FI – formal institutions; II – Informal institutions.
Note 2: The examples do not inherently belong in a particular cell, but represent cases selected for the GCGA.

It is worth clarifying and expanding on some of these categories with specific
reference to the laws and policies mentioned above. This would help understand why
some laws may work better than others, in particular, the near-total failure of labour
and property laws to ensure gender equality.
Dominant (negative) institutions – cell 6:
Where formal institutions favouring gender equality have not even been created,
informal institutions will be dominant, whether or not they favour gender equality.
Often they involve practices that control women’s physical mobility and autonomy,
and limit their rights to bodily integrity especially in matters related to sexuality and
reproduction, as well as inheritance and property rights and enforce rigid divisions of
labour by sex. The Protection of Women from Domestic Violence Act was approved
and passed by Parliament in 2005. While the impact is not yet clear, societal
responses to domestic violence still largely exclude legal intervention. Karlekar
(1995) argues that there is indeed a societal tolerance for wife-abuse, which is very
often even considered justifiable under certain circumstance: disputes over dowries, a
wife’s sexual infidelities, her neglect of household duties, and her disobedience of her
husband’s dictates are all considered legitimate causes for wife-beating. It is only
when the torture becomes unbearable or death appeared imminent that most women
appeared willing to speak out. In a study on domestic violence in the marital
relationship in a rural setting of Gujarat, Visaria (2000) found that contrary to the
prevalent belief there was no significant relationship between beating and the
educational qualification of the couple. Educated women are beaten as much by their
husbands as those who are illiterate or less educated. The study also points out that
family income, husband’s occupation and employment of women are not co-related
with wife battering. A couple of women also hinted that men know that their wives
cannot report such punishment even to their own parents or seek medical treatment
due to a sense of shame. Kothari (2005) and Agnes (1998) note that in many police
stations, even when complaints are filed, there is a focus on ‘conciliation’ rather than
‘punishment’. One cannot assume however that conviction of the husband is
necessarily the best solution to their problems, as women are still left with the
problem of survival and rebuilding their lives. Marriage seems to offer better security
and resource claims than the alternatives facing women (Kandiyoti, 1988, Jackson,
2007).
Competing informal institutions – cell 4:
When formal institutions exist but are weakly enforced, informal institutions that
oppose gender equality compete with them for influence. Examples include norms of
civil codes around marriage, the abolition of dowry, child marriage, sex selection
biased against females, equal access to education, nutrition, or health care, unequal
wage-rates to name a few. An example is the anti-dowry Act in India which has never
been effectively enforced; in the meanwhile, the phenomenon of dowry has been
expanding even into communities where it did not exist previously. Kodoth (2005) in
the contexts of West Bengal and Kerala notes how agrarian reform itself has
reproduced female disadvantage in property rights. With a reduction in landlessness
and poverty, ‘status-ascribing’ practices, such as female seclusion and withdrawal
from outside work, have been consolidated. But further, alienation of land on account
of dowry is pronounced among agricultural labour, small peasant and working class
180

households of the lower castes, who received land through the land reform process. In
the case of Bengal, the shift to dowry is embedded in processes of aspiration to higher
ritual status, decline of female industrial labour in the early 20th century, devaluation
of women’s labour in agriculture and a continued disproportionate emphasis on the
marriage of girls. The rising demands for dowry have had other negative
consequences: encouraging low age of marriage (16.8 at All India level according to
the NFHS-3)23, blocking prospects for education and skill accumulation, and
curtailing women’s inheritance rights, but worst perhaps is the enhancement of sexselection abortions. Legislation has been formulated or amended to tackle each of
these growing problems within the last decade, and with the exception of education,
there has been little visible impact. Interestingly, an investment in education is
pursued as a means of negotiating a better marriage rather than with a view to a
career.
Similarly, the 73rd Amendment to the Indian Constitution reserves a third of the seats
in panchayats (village councils) for women. However, subversion of these processes
has occurred in some instances where the Act has been weakly enforced. From the
beginning, cases were documented where husbands or other male kin blatantly
substituted for elected women in the functioning of some of the councils. Elected
women have also been forced in some instances to resign and make way for the
appointment of male representatives. More recently, stories have begun to emerge
about creative forms of subversion in which the entire village plays a role. Reports
from the state of Gujarat affirm that the state government has been giving monetary
incentives to villages that agreed unanimously to single candidates for the president’s
seat, thereby doing away with elections altogether! This is justified on grounds of
saving funds which can be used for village development.
Accommodating informal institutions – cell 2:
Informal institutions that oppose gender equality may be forced to accommodate to
formal institutions when the latter are strong. One example is the success of peer
education programmes as well as empowerment and sensitisation programmes in
dealing with adolescent sexuality in the context of HIV/Aids. Many such programmes
are part of new formal institutions that challenge the traditional beliefs and practices
around sexuality and norms of femininity and masculinity. Another example from
Karnataka is of the co-existence of informal, local governance institutions (ILGI) with
the elected Gram Panchayats. These bodies are rooted in traditional practices, values
and power relations, yet in the face of strong panchayati raj institutions (PRIs), they
have turned to acting as support structures at the village level: arbitrating disputes,
providing assistance to people in distress including destitute women, organizing social
and religious activities (including mass marriages), mobilizing resources for
development projects and so on (Ananth Pur, 2002). While the leadership of the ILGIs
is largely drawn from the elite, here they co-exist and don’t necessarily influence the
elected panchayats only in a negative way, unlike the caste (khap) panchayats in large
parts of northern India.

23

Child Marriage Restraint Act was passed in 1978. Santhya and Jejeebhoy (2003) note that in 1998-9
one in three adolescent girls between the ages of 15 and 19 was already married. Regional variations
exist: 25% of women aged 20-24 were married before 18 years in Tamil Nadu, while this was 60% in
the case of Uttar Pradesh.
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Dominant (positive) institutions – cell 5:
While many informal institutions may be harmful, not all are. In the absence of formal
support women have to make do with their own resources. The best examples are
institutions for mutual lending in the absence of formal credit institutions, which can
increase women’s access to and control over economic resources. Less well known
are other informal pooling mechanisms among women that involve sharing of labour
resources, mutual help with child-care and care of the sick and old, and mutual help
with such essential activities as water and fuel collection. Such support is usually
cemented through informal ties of reciprocity and mutual obligations. One successful
intervention documented and analysed by Acharya and Ranson (2005) relates to
Community based health insurance (CBHI) – a mechanism for pooling local resources
to cover the costs of future, unpredictable health-related events, a major burden on the
poor. Contribution to the Navsarjan health insurance fund in Gujarat is made by the
members and enhanced by a contribution from a donor agency (Hivos) and a discount
from the New India Assurance Company.
Substitutive informal institutions – cell 3:
There are also positive examples of informal institutions that substitute for weak
formal institutions in economic and legal areas. Tontines operate on the basis of wellknown informal norms to ensure access to credit and savings for women who are
excluded by gender-blind or biased formal credit norms. A different example is the
case of women in the state of Gujarat who, when they found themselves treated as
second-class citizens by the textile trade unions, formed their own cooperative, the
Self Employed Women’s Association (SEWA) (Jhabvala, 1994). Starting with credit
and legal services, in response to the demand for childcare, SEWA promoted
childcare cooperatives, to provide services to working class women. As noted by
Chatterjee (2006) the SEWA experience demonstrates that adequate childcare
encourages school-going among children and helps tackle social barriers such as
caste. Many women can also find employment as crèche teachers and this helps them
forge bonds with other women. But most important, when childcare is available for
the children of poor women workers, and according to their hours of work, they are
able to work and earn more. From their studies in Kheda and Surendranagar districts,
they learnt that all mothers reported income raise of 50 per cent and more. One of the
members stated, “Since these centres started, I can work and earn in peace. I am no
longer tense and worried about my child. And when I come home tired, I’m glad to
see my child well-fed and happy.”
Yet another example is the nari adalats or women’s courts in different states in India.
When they found that they could not get justice from the male-dominated village
panchayats (councils), village women created these courts with their own rules,
procedures for investigation and evidence in order to provide justice to women in
cases of domestic violence, land disputes, dowry, rape and murder. These have
become a respected and powerful way by which poor rural women are able to obtain
recourse to justice which was otherwise out of their reach.
Complementary informal institutions – cell 1:
Women’s role as mothers is one that is supported by both formal and informal
institutions. A recent example is the use made of a traditional norm by a gender and
health equity programme to improve maternal health in the state of Karnataka in
India. The traditional norm requires that a special social ceremony be performed for
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pregnant women at the start of the third trimester. Generally viewed as a positive
cultural practice, it neatly complements formal maternal health programmes that
attempt to raise families’ and the communities’ concern for the health of pregnant
women. In the programme, moreover, the traditional ceremony, usually viewed as a
women’s ceremony, has been modified so that men are included and take part in
honouring their pregnant wives. This has become a way by which men publicly
acknowledge their responsibility for the health of the pregnant woman.
Another example comes from the field of knowledge, where women are seen to
possess traditional knowledge relating to seed preservation and storage, food
processing, indigenous health practices etc. Such forms of knowledge are contextual,
rooted in experience and often not codified. Nath (2001) argues that the new
knowledge networks need to value the contextual knowledge of women and recognize
their capacity to act on the basis of a given knowledge set. They can help women
articulate and share their experiences, hence alternative mechanisms and channels
need to be developed for this purpose, which can influence decision-making and also
strengthen democratic processes. The setting up of 72 Village Knowledge Centers in
Tamil Nadu, Pondicherry, Maharashtra, Orissa and Rajasthan under Mission 2007 –
Every Village a Knowledge Centre, with the support of several international and
national agencies could be a step in such a process (www.mssrf-nva.org accessed on
10/12/07).
While it is easy to understand why women may be strongly supportive of informal
institutions that actually meet some of their needs, especially when formal institutions
fail to do so, or do so weakly, it is important to ask why do women sometimes support
informal norms that appear to work against them - limit their mobility, reduce their
life chances, stigmatise and violate them, and subordinate them within power
relations? Clearly they do exercise some agency in making these choices.
Sen (2006) offers a number of reasons, several of them confirmed by the sub-national
studies:
• Women may give in because sanctions are too strong, and submission may
buy peace or even survival. This may be especially true in areas involving
physical mobility, sexuality or reproduction.
• Women may themselves reproduce informal institutions because this gives
them status (presently or with age) despite being painful or dangerous (the
case of dowry and violence).
• Women may tolerate loss of control and agency because they trade this off
against economic support especially if their ‘fallback position’ (Sen 1990) is
weak (and this is increasingly the case in a context of stagnating and low-paid
work opportunities).
• Women submit to negative norms because it assures their integration into
social networks that may be crucial to their own survival and that of their
children.
• Some informal institutions, such as segregation during menstruation or postpartum, may actually give them much needed rest, although to outside
observers they may appear to be stigmatising.
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Conclusions
The changes that can be witnessed in terms of gender and caste equality within the
legal framework in India suggest how a policy of equality is increasingly pursued and
some might even argue that matters have reached a stage where women are at no
substantial disadvantage compared to their male counterparts. This is especially so
when one is looking at laws related to women across sectors. However, Acts such as
the Equal Remuneration 1976 and Minimum Wages Act 1948, are rendered less
effective when the many social practices seen as ‘normal’ from a cultural point of
view, are taken into account. Even within Government Schemes it has been found that
women are paid less than men. Shifting patterns and structures of employment have
aggravated the problem of invisibility, but also insecurity, and this is further
reinforced by social norms and attitudes relating to the gender divisions of work,
especially the notion of ‘family labour’ and the differential valuations of productive
and reproductive work. While formal institutions focus on the individual; rather than
being free-floating bodies, these individuals are embedded within a social structure
that in many ways shapes the extent to which they can exercise their individuality and
claim their legitimate rights. In the present context on insecure employment and
declining real wages, security for women is increasingly seen to lie in the realm of the
familial and social, rather than public and political, leading to the ineffectiveness of a
growing number of laws and policies.
A final word needs to be said about the mechanisms for implementation of formal
laws directed to ensuring equality. While there is a Ministry of Women and Child
Development at the central and state levels and a gender focal point in each Ministry,
the latter continue to be marginalized. They lack the teeth to demand accountability
from their counterparts in other Ministries. While laws relating to inheritance and
dowry are derailed on account of the strength of local institutions, labour laws are
increasingly difficult to implement on account of the informalisation and dispersed
nature of work on the one hand and the social embeddedness of the implementers on
the other. Perhaps the way forward is to support and enhance gender equal practices in
areas which are not directly opposed by informal institutions in the first instance,
followed by a strong package of formal support that can help women themselves
make choices that tackle the barriers imposed by the dominant (negative) and
competing informal institutions.
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Annexure 2
Methodology of the report
As per the TOR, a mixed methods approach has been used for this GCGA combining
a review of the literature with a statistical analysis based on existing datasets, and
complementing this with in-depth sub-national studies in two states, namely, West
Bengal and Uttar Pradesh. The latter provides some insights into the processes and
mechanisms through which growth occurs or fails to occur. Female education, for
instance, is seen in the literature to have many benefits: to improve the skills and
productivity of labour, to exercise a downward pressure on fertility and enhance the
investment in children’s education. In the case of West Bengal, while the latter two
processes are visible as a result of female education, female participation in the labour
force has not improved. In fact, upward social mobility has created pressures in favour
of female seclusion and lack of mobility, even amongst the lower caste groups.
The review of literature has drawn on both economic research on inequality and its
relationship to growth as well as anthropological understandings of inequality and
change. It has focused particularly in the area of employment and notions of work.
Apart from the general literature, data and background material for the states of Uttar
Pradesh and West Bengal have been collected and analysed, including the State
Human Development Reports. The two states present a contrast in terms of disparity,
levels of female autonomy and effectiveness of state social policy. A major part of the
review has included an institutional analysis that clearly identifies policies and laws
in existence and how they interact with social institutions that continue to hamper
shared growth, in order to suggest ways forward. All analysis of gender has included
social, ethnic and religious group.
The statistical analysis is based on three major datasets. Four rounds of the National
Sample Survey Employment and Unemployment Surveys have been used to establish
trends in labour force participation, wages and education over the last two decades.
Shifts over the last two time periods namely 1998-9 and 2004-05 helps capture the
impacts of growth, which has reached a high of 8-9% over the last few years,
following a rapid expansion especially in the services sector. Three rounds of the
National Family Health Survey have been analysed mainly for the purposes of
calculating a Gender Caste Development Index as well as a disparity index based on
five variables: land, livestock, consumer durables, occupation and education. The
NFHS data has also been used to provide some insight into decision-making and
violence issues. Two rounds of the Human Development Profile for India (HDPI)
surveys have been analysed in order to quantify implications of gender inequality by
caste group for income growth, using panel data regression analysis24.
The second phase of work has involved undertaking sub-national studies in the states
of Uttar Pradesh and West Bengal. The purpose of the sub-national study was to
provide deeper insight into some of the growth pathways emerging from the statistical
analysis. What is it within the household and community environment that facilitates
24

The first round of surveys took place in 1992/93, and the second round, in which the same
households and individuals, insofar as possible, were resurveyed, in 2004/5. A technical note on the
panel data econometric analysis is in Annexure 3A.
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investment in the human capital of women (education and health) and encourages
their participation in the labour force? How far is this influenced by changes in a
household’s asset ownership and changes in the allocation of time to different tasks?
How has (if at all) the formal institutional environment (EFA, minimum wages,
implementation of laws and policies) affected growth and gender and social
inequality?
West Bengal has much higher levels of growth than Uttar Pradesh (growth rates in the
secondary sector were 7.12 between 1990-2004 in comparison to Uttar Pradesh at
3.76 during the same period), generally better human development indicators and a
slightly higher ranking on the Gender Caste Development Index, but it reveals much
lower levels of disparity in terms of gender and caste inequalities. High growth rates
apart, the success of the land reform measures as well as decentralised governance
and other institutional measures appear to be working in terms of keeping disparities
low. Yet West Bengal has one of the lowest female workforce participation rates in
the country. Some of the key indicators and criteria used for selection of states is
presented in Table A2.1 below. It is hoped that this contrast would help capture some
of the processes and mechanisms that contribute to growth and its implications for
equality.
Table A2.1 Comparative Indicators for India, West Bengal and Uttar Pradesh
India
West Bengal
Uttar Pradesh
Population (Census 2001)
1.02 billion
82 million
166.2 million
Sex Ratio
933
934
898
SC population (per cent)
16.19
23
21.15
Literacy Rate
65.48
69
57.36
Female literacy Rate
54.16
59.6
42.93
Per capita SDP
Rs 16707
Rs 16072
Rs 13262
Per cent below poverty line 26
27
32.8
IMR
58
48
73
TFR
2.85
2.27
3.8
The sub-national studies essentially followed an in-depth, qualitative and interactive
research methodology in order to check consistency of case studies with our top-level
story. Research in these states was conducted in one rural and one peri-urban site each
in two districts, one relatively progressive and the second relatively backward. The
criteria for selection of districts were: a) high and low female labour force
participation; b) change in district-level sex ratios over the last decade; c) changes in
female literacy rates; and d) logistical support. This was meant to ensure a regional
spread to take into account cultural differences in the functioning of institutions,
differences due to context in terms of natural resource endowment, and differences in
infrastructure and public service provisioning. Within UP, given the diversity, the
focus was on Eastern UP. Interviews were conducted with individual households, key
informants and selected employers, in addition to some focus group discussions.
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Table A2.2: District-level Indicators
Gorakhpur
Sex ratio
959
Female Literacy Rate
44.5
FLFPR
8.11

Bahraich
865
23.2
11.46

Bardhaman
921
61.9
9.1

Maldah
948
41.7
11.6

In each field site, in-depth interviews were conducted with selected households, the
primary criteria being to capture differences in social norms by income category and
location (rural or urban). The socio-religious categories of SC, ST, OBC, General and
Muslim were used to capture differences in social norms. 20 in-depth interviews were
thus conducted in each district [5(social norm) x 2(per capita income – rich/poor) x 2
(location - rural/urban)]. The main purpose of the in-depth interviews was to capture
social norms regarding female labour force participation (customary division of
labour, gender roles more broadly), including how and why these vary and change;
intra-household processes that give rise to this division of labour; and parents’
motives for educating boys and girls.
Additionally, focus group discussions were conducted with men and women of
different socio-religious groups, across all the sites. The primary objective of the
focus groups is to understand how both intra and extra household social norms impact
on gendered participation in organisations associated with economic growth. While
the interviews sought to identify ways in which people, women in particular,
negotiated a range of norms, the focus groups sought to identify the norms
themselves. Information was also collected on local organisations and employers key
to economic survival and economic growth/improvement in household/individual
economic condition. A total of 20 focus groups were conducted in each district
[5(social norms) x 2(gender) x 2(rural/urban location)].
Based on the focus groups and in-depth interviews, a selection of employers was
interviewed. While it was hoped to conduct a survey with employers, this was not
possible on account of availability as well as issues of trust. The purpose was to
identify employer preferences in terms of the workers they employed and the reasons
for this across a range of enterprises. Employers were selected to represent different
genders, sectors and scale of enterprise. In total 27 male and 10 female employers
were interviewed in UP and 20 in West Bengal. While it was difficult to question
them in relation to the implementation of laws and policies, a general sense could be
secured through the combination of methods.
Finally, a few key informants were interviewed in each site and background history
and data collected. These included government personnel at the district, block and
village levels, such as teachers, ANMs, Block Development Officer and so forth and
elected representatives particularly at the village level.
Each of the research teams in the two states were led by a Team leader and had four
team members for data collection. The Team leaders were thereafter responsible for
data analysis and reporting. Key issues from the sub-national studies have been
incorporated into the main report; the full reports are attached as appendices.
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Annexure 3
A. A technical note on panel data regression analysis
Tables 3.6 and 4.5 report the results of a panel data regression analysis (see Annexure
2 for a description of the dataset), that relates income of household i at time t ( y it ) to
a set of household characteristics ( X it' ):
y it = α + X it' β + u it i = 1,..., N , t = 1,2

This note justifies the choice of model (random effects) and estimators (generalised
least squares). Panel data regressions combine a time-series element (t = 1,…, T) with
a cross-sectional element (i = 1, … , N), which has implications for the structure of
the error component u it . One-way error component models are most commonly used
in panel data regression analysis:
u it = µ i + υ it
where µ i is an unobservable, time-invariant individual specific effect, and υ it the
remainder disturbance. In so-called fixed effects models, the µ i are considered to be
parameters to be estimated. In the present context, the resulting loss in degrees of
freedom would be unacceptably large. If the µ i can be assumed to be random, and the
additional assumptions are imposed that µ i ≈ IID(0, σ µ2 ), υ it ≈ IID(0, σ υ2 ) , the µ i are
independent of the υ it , and the X it' are independent of the µ i and υ it for all i and t, a
so-called random effects model is obtained, which does not suffer from the large loss
in degrees of freedom that the fixed effects model suffers from. The random effects
model is generally considered to be appropriate for large-scale household panel
studies (e.g. Baltagi 1995). Nonetheless, it may be shown that in random effects
models the error terms of the cross-sectional units (i.e. households) are serially
correlated; which means that OLS estimators will be inefficient. To obtain efficient
estimators, the generalised least squares (GLS) method is appropriate (for
mathematics and proof, see e.g. Hayashi 2000).

B.NSSO definitions of employment status
Usual principal activity status: The usual activity status relates to the activity status
of a person during the reference period of 365 days preceding the date of survey. The
activity status on which a person spent relatively longer time (i.e. major time
criterion) during the 365 days preceding the date of survey is considered as the usual
principal activity status of the person.
Usual subsidiary economic activity status: A person whose usual principal status
was determined on the basis of the major time criterion could have pursued some
economic activity for a shorter time throughout the reference year of 365 days
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preceding the date of survey or for a minor period, which is not less than 30 days,
during the reference year. The status in which such economic activity was pursued
was the subsidiary economic activity status of that person.
Usual activity status considering principal and subsidiary status taken together:
The usual status, determined on the basis of the usual principal activity and usual
subsidiary economic activity of a person taken together, is considered as the usual
activity status of the person and is written as usual status (ps+ss). According to the
usual status (ps+ss), workers are those who perform some work activity either in the
principal status or in the subsidiary status. Thus, a person who is not a worker in the
usual principal status is considered as worker according to the usual status (ps+ss), if
the person pursues some subsidiary economic activity for 30 days or more during 365
days preceding the date of survey.
Current weekly activity status: The current weekly activity status of a person is the
activity status obtaining for a person during a reference period of 7 days preceding the
date of survey. It is decided on the basis of a certain priority cum major time
criterion.
According to the priority criterion, the status of ‘working’ gets priority over the status
of ‘not working but seeking or available for work’ that, in turn, gets priority over the
status of ‘neither working nor available for work’. A person was considered working
(or employed) if he/she, while pursuing any economic activity, had worked for at least
one hour on at least one day during the 7 days preceding the date of survey. A person
was considered ‘seeking or available for work (or unemployed)’ if, during the
reference week, no economic activity was pursued by the person but he/she made
efforts to get work or had been available for work any time during the reference week
though not active ly seeking work in the belief that no work was available. A person
who had neither worked nor was available for work any time during the reference
week was considered as engaged in non-economic activities (or not in labour force).
After deciding the broad current weekly activity status of a person on the basis of
'priority' criterion, the detailed current activity status was then decided on the basis of
'major time' criterion if that person pursued multiple economic activities.
Current daily activity status The current daily activity status for a person was
determined on the basis of his/her activity status on each day of the reference week
using a priority-cum-major time criterion (day to day labour time disposition).
Underemployment is commonly defined as the under- utilisation of labour time of
the workers. Some of the persons categorised as usually employed, do not have work
throughout the year due to seasonality in work or otherwise and their labour time is
not fully utilised - they are, therefore, underemployed. Their underemployment is
termed visible underemployment if they report themselves to be not working with
respect to a shorter reference period. The NSS measures the visible underemployment
by cross classifying persons by (a) their usual and current weekly statuses (b) their
usual and current daily statuses and (c) their current weekly and current daily statuses.
Measures of unemployment
Unemployment rate= number of persons unemployed per thousand persons in the
labour force (which includes both employed and unemployed)
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4 types of unemployment rates
1. Usually unemployed by principal status (usual_ps): Indicates the magnitude of
persons unemployed for a relatively longer period during a reference period of
365 days. Approximates to a measure of chronic unemployment
2. Usually unemployed excluding subsidiary status workers (usual(adj): Indicates
the magnitude of persons unemployed for a relatively longer period during a
reference period of 365 days. Excludes people employed in subsidiary status
3. Unemployed based on weekly status: Indicates the magnitude of people
unemployed during the week. Approximates a measure of both chronic and
intermittent unemployment caused by seasonal fluctuations in the labour
market
Unemployed based on current status: Indicates the average level of unemployment on
a day during the survey year.
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