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Abstract 

 
Women form an integral part of the agricultural sector, and in much of South Asia women make up a 
majority of the agricultural workforce, often compelled to work in order to meet their families’ basic 
needs. While their contributions are recognised as central to the food and nutrition security of 
households and communities, their work is not recognized or supported adequately by public policy 
and social institutions. Women continue to face inequality across key development indicators 
including health, education, and nutrition; discriminatory laws; and high levels of precarity in terms 
of income, employment conditions, safety and wellbeing. Social structures that promote gender 
inequality and inhibit the agency of women contribute to the South Asian enigma – the persistence 
of undernutrition despite economic growth – and must be addressed to achieve food and nutrition 
security.  
 
 

Twenty-five years have passed since the Fourth World Conference on Women in Beijing. This was a 

landmark event for setting in place a comprehensive global policy framework on women’s rights and 

gender equality and giving a fillip to feminist mobilisation and alliance-building within countries and 

transnationally. The record of success over the intervening years has been ambivalent. Progress has 

been made in education, life expectancy and political participation, including quotas for women in 

local councils, legislation on domestic violence and inheritance rights. Yet, laws are rarely enforced, 

and gender inequalities have deepened across sectors in many parts of the world including South 

Asia1. This Perspective posits that gender inequalities and the social structures that support them, 

specifically in the agri-food sector, underpin persistent food and nutrition insecurity in South Asia 

and deserve greater policy and law enforcement attention.  

 

The South Asian enigma  

Despite economic growth, food and nutrition security has not improved in South Asia, a trend 

commonly referred to as the South Asian enigma. South Asia continues to be placed in the ‘serious 

category’ by the Global Hunger Index, with India performing worse than its neighbours, with the sole 

exception of Afghanistan2. Poor child nutrition outcomes in South Asia are generally seen to result 

from proximal causes such as poor infant and young child feeding practices, poor nutrition among 

women before and during pregnancy, and poor sanitation practices3, 4. However, there are multiple 

contextual drivers relating to gender that contribute to the South Asian enigma – the underlying 

social structures that support inadequate nutrition through the suppression of women’s agency. In 

addition to the question of female survival itself, resulting from sex selection before birth, labour 

market arrangements that devalue women’s work and perpetrate gender wage gaps5, unequal 

access to productive assets6, and growing incidents of violence against women7, all contribute to this 
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enigma. These vary across agro-ecologies and farming systems, and by household social and 

economic status8.  

  
 Violence and risk of food and nutrition insecurity 
 
Violence against women is a structural barrier to the attainment of food and nutrition security through 
a range of pathways: withholding food or restricting funds to purchase food9; controlling when and 
how they eat10, pushing women into high-risk behavior to secure money for food11, or the 
normalization of physical violence related to the non-performance of food-related work (food 
production, shopping, cooking etc)12,13. While food deprivation itself is a form of violence, it can at the 
same time aggravate other forms of violence including early marriage and trafficking of young girls or 
intimate partner violence. 
 
Violence occurs through the life-course14. In India, despite legislation such as the Preconception and 
Prenatal Diagnostic Techniques Act passed in 1994 to prevent sex-selective abortions, child sex 
ratios continue to decline, from 927 girls to 1000 boys in 2001 to 919 in 201115. The growth in the 
Indian economy over this period has not helped reverse this trend, though if the girl child survives, 
she is likely to receive equal opportunities, at least in schooling, partly also a result of affirmative 
action including the recent policy campaign to ‘educate and save the girl child’ (beti padhao, beti 
bachao)1. Once she reaches adulthood, different forms of domestic violence, including dowry-
related harassment, again take centre-stage, despite the existence of laws to protect women16. 

In fact, specific campaigns to empower women, including financial inclusion through self-help groups 
or support for secondary education of girls, appear to be evoking a violent backlash, intensifying in 
the process varied forms of ‘food violences’ 17, 10. With an incidence of roughly 40 per cent, the 
experience of physical violence is particularly severe for women from rural areas, belonging to the 
Scheduled Castes and Tribes, also amongst the lowest wealth quintiles and least educated. In the 
absence of law enforcement, such forms of violence have consequences for wellbeing in general, 
and the nutritional status of women and their children in particular18,19. Roughly one in every two 
women in South Asia suffered from anaemia in 2016, much higher than the global average of one in 
three women (World Bank, https://data.worldbank.org/indicator/SH.ANM.ALLW.ZS), with the 
proportion of anaemic women higher in the lowest wealth quintiles (58 per cent), in rural areas (54 
per cent), and amongst the Scheduled Castes (56 per cent) and Tribes (60 per cent). The same trend 
holds for men, though much lower than for women (32 per cent in lowest wealth quintile and 25 per 
cent in rural areas)16.  

The overlap of violence and poor nutrition, in the above case anaemia, has implications for 

birthweight, stunting and wasting of children under five years. Amongst the Scheduled Tribes and 

Castes, over 2 in 5 children continue to be stunted and 1 in 5 wasted and of low birth weight, as 

against 1 in 5 stunted children amongst the higher wealth quintiles and general classes. Nutritional 

surveys among tribal groups in India between 1985-2008 point to a secular decline in dietary 

diversity20, reflecting persistent structural violence against these communities21,4. In many of these 

contexts, the cultivated staple grain used to be supplemented by greens, roots, tubers, fruits and 

fish, secured from rivers and ponds, forests and common lands, that ensured dietary diversity. Such 

collection tasks are now severely constrained by women’s time poverty22,23, intensified by the lack of 

infrastructure and services, but also by growing restrictions on these ‘common’ spaces with the 

rapid privatization of nature24,25. Despite some improvements over the past decade in India, the 

                                                           
1 Launched in January 2015 by the Government of India, it seeks to address the issue of declining child sex 
ratios in the 100 worst-affected districts, primarily in northern India. 
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nutrition situation nevertheless remains serious in rural areas, especially amongst communities 

dependent on agriculture and food production for their livelihoods. 

 
 Resilience of food systems is deeply gendered 
 
Why are rural women and men, especially those dependent on farming, the worst off in terms of 
nutrition and food security outcomes? Several explanations can be found for this paradox, including 
the lack of adequate attention to agricultural growth and development in states and districts revealing 
a high nutrition burden, through appropriate investments in research, extension, skill-building, and 
infrastructure, in particular, ensuring water and land security to the majority of small and marginal 
holders26. Resilience of food systems depend on political, economic and social relations, and these are 
all deeply gendered. The most marginal groups in India, the Scheduled Tribes and Scheduled Castes, 
are caught in cycles of indebtedness, increasing in severity due to both climate variability and market 
unpredictability – a phenomenon described by Watts27 as ‘silent violence’. Coping in such contexts 
reflects positions of structural (dis)advantage and the presence/absence of support systems. 
 
Mechanisation and displacement: Technological interventions, in particular the mechanization of 
transplanting, weeding and harvesting, all female labour-intensive activities, while largely bypassing 
remote rural areas, especially those occupied by the Scheduled Tribes in India, have simultaneously 
led to the displacement of female hired labour, belonging to the landless Scheduled Castes, and other 
marginal farming households.  The impacts of mechanization are clearly differentiated – while some 
women have lost work and incomes, others are potentially engaging in more unremunerated work as 
family labour and are increasingly time-poor 28,29.  
 
Welfare measures and dietary diversity: While the national government has not strengthened the 
agricultural sector through better prices, assured procurement or investments in climate-proofing30, 
several state governments in India have sought to ameliorate rural distress and other related effects 
of agrarian stagnation through welfare measures. Leaders in this respect are the states of Tamil Nadu 
and Andhra Pradesh with 55 and 48 welfare schemes respectively. These include the provision of free 
rice through the universal public distribution system, mixer grinders and limited units of free electricity 
to reduce the drudgery of domestic labour, and maternity entitlements in both cash and kind31,32. 
While these measures have clearly contributed to food security, the lack of income in the hands of 
women agricultural workers has meant restrictions on dietary diversity, and in turn, nutrition 
security4.  
 
Gender segregation, lack of recognition and entitlements: Given the gender segregation of labour 
markets and the wage gaps therein, it is usually men who migrate out of rural areas in search of work. 
A majority confront poor living and working conditions in migrant destinations, and often return home 
sick. Considerable portions of their earnings are spent on health expenses. At the same time, their 
bodies need time for recovery and they are unable to return to work soon33. Women left behind with 
the responsibility for managing agricultural work on family farms, classified as ‘unpaid household 
helpers’ in Indian statistics, receive no income, are usually over-worked and have no wage-linked 
benefits34. Apart from agricultural work, household work and child and elder care responsibilities 
remain assigned to women within existing gender divisions of labour35, with the additional task of now 
caring for their men. Overburdened with productive and reproductive work, alongside the lack of 
recognition and entitlements as farmers in their own right, has pushed women further into 
relationships of dependency12, whether with their husbands, traders, contractors and moneylenders, 
or state offices responsible for welfare provision. Such dependency contributes to the experience of 
both direct and indirect forms of violence and harassment, whether it be repeated visits to beg 
dominant men for cash advances, or the granting of sexual favours in return for receiving fair wages36, 
or simply carrying additional burdens of work. 
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Agricultural work in the present context is then unable to ensure adequate food, incomes, or indeed 
time for the performance of caring and nurturing tasks, central to nutrition security. This has adverse 
impacts on women’s own health and child and household nutrition37,8. What is needed is the creative 
use of technologies, including digital platforms and mobile telephony, to enable women access to 
information, skills, resources and inclusion in local governance – an opportunity structure that can 
enable the exercise of agency by women and the poor, including representation and voice in key 
decision-making arenas38. There is evidence to suggest that women’s participation in local government 
(panchayats) can contribute to improved consumption alongside wider development benefits39.  
 
Access to resources and opportunities 
 
In rural contexts, evidence from India and other parts of South Asia, reveals that successful 
engagement with higher-return, non-agricultural or agricultural enterprises results from the 
ownership of land and other assets (such as wells for irrigation, or farm equipment)31. Rural women 
are less likely to be in a position to control productive resources necessary for agriculture in intensely 
patriarchal contexts and are more restricted in their access to and control over land, energy, water, 
pasture, forests, agricultural inputs, credit and insurance services, information, technology and 
markets40. Despite progressive legislation in relation to inheritance of agricultural land in India, and 
credit policies that target women’s self-help groups across the subcontinent, without mechanisms for 
enforcing rights, existing gendered power hierarchies ensure that such laws and policies are not 
operationalized6. On the contrary, there is a greater policing of women’s mobility and marriage 
options41. This is because assets are not just material resources with impacts on wellbeing, but are a 
source of power, symbolizing gendered meanings and identities. Given the social expectation of men 
as ‘providers’, land and money are constructed as ‘male’ assets, so a woman making claims to them 
can be seen as deviating from the norm of a ‘good woman’, justifying a violent backlash7. 
 
Statistical data, measuring gender gaps in landholding, employment, and education, since the 1970s, 
reveals a slight, but not necessarily significant, change over time. Lack of land titles is clearly a problem 
for women in terms of accessing credit and other resources, specifically from formal institutions, such 
as banks and agricultural cooperatives. Yet field studies seem to indicate that both men and women 
view household land as joint property, irrespective of who holds the title. In the context of male 
migration, men are generally supportive of their wives claims to land; women perhaps are more 
cautious, cognizant of the need for community recognition, social legitimacy and support42,34. 
However, if the marriage breaks down, due to death or separation, they do demand a share of land – 
widows in India constitute the largest proportion of women landowners43. 
 
What seems significant here is the introduction of gender-specific incentives and entitlements 
alongside grassroots mobilization and collective action to claim these resource rights and benefits44. 
The guaranteed right to 100 days of work under the Mahatma Gandhi National Rural Employment 
Guarantee Act, 2005, or 25 kilograms of foodgrains per month under the National Food Security Act, 
2013, in India, and the mobilization around these, have provided women with opportunities for 
bargaining within households and communities. While cereal consumption now appears to be 
adequate, nutrition security remains a harder goal to reach.  
 
Apart from changing aspirations within household consumption patterns, attaining the goal of 
nutrition security is equally dependent on state provisioning of clean drinking water, sanitation and 
reliable health services. Sanitation, in the Clean India Campaign (Swachh Bharat Abhiyan), is 
interpreted as universal access to toilets. While this is undoubtedly important, insufficient attention 
has been paid to the disposal of solid and liquid waste, contributing to the growing burden of 
infectious diseases45. Similarly, while universal health insurance (Ayushman Bharat) may support 
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curative care, primary health care provisioning, key to disease prevention, remains weak. The 
responsibility for both health and nutrition security is now placed on low paid and poorly trained 
women community health and nutrition workers, with little power in their local, rural context5. Rather 
than devaluing their work and time, often with negative consequences even on their own health, they 
need to be adequately supported to perform their roles, both through skill-building and the 
strengthening of referral and back-up health services. 
 
 
Gender inequalities underpin the achievement of food and nutrition Security  
 
While lack of food can itself be understood as a form of structural or ‘silent’ violence, or can provoke 
violence, experiences of violence can also restrict women’s mobility and ability to work and produce 
food. Central to understandings of food security then is an understanding of gendered power 
relations, yet extant debates, while focusing on availability, access, adequacy and absorption46, fail to 
recognize the social and gender dynamics underpinning the achievement of food and nutrition 
security, intertwined at the household level, with emotions of love and fear, cooperation and conflict. 
While in instances of severe male domination, the idea of ‘singlehood for security’47 could prevail, 
combining economic security with a lower risk of violence, women in general are not necessarily 
looking for autonomy, rather a degree of relational mutuality and reciprocity.  
 
What becomes clear is the need to move beyond the binaries of women and men, to look at gender 
as a relational, and therefore, dynamic construct6,35, shifting in response to changes in the policy 
context, labour market signals and household and community level needs and aspirations. While 
gender relationships signify unequal power, they also alert us to the exercise of everyday agency, the 
negotiations involved in survival with dignity48. Research needs to focus much more on fine-grained 
analysis of contextual factors that mediate gender relations and food and nutrition security, be it the 
time and intensity of agricultural work across seasons and cropping patterns, prevailing labour market 
and childcare arrangements, household socio-economic status, the nature of male contributions to 
household survival, or the mechanisms for inclusion/exclusion in claiming rights and benefits, 
including social protection and welfare measures seeking to enhance women’s agency and bargaining 
position. Such an exploration provides insights into potential entry-points for policy that can 
contribute to positively alter the contexts that constrain choices available to poor rural women, and 
men.   
 
A gender-just food and nutrition security strategy would then involve recognizing women as farmers 
and producers and strengthening their entitlements49, while at the same time enhancing male 
responsibility for sharing the burdens of both production and reproduction50. A partial equilibrium 
analysis, focusing only on food or nutrition security, or the intensity of agricultural work, will not solve 
the problem. Such a holistic strategy was proposed in the Draft Women Farmer’s Entitlement Bill 
(2013) in India, which defined women as farmers, and sought equal entitlements to all resources and 
opportunities available to male farmers, whether land, water, credit or technology, alongside equal 
representation in decision-making around agricultural policies and programmes. Such legislation, if 
adopted and enforced, has the potential to break the symbolism of women as property, with access 
to landed property not conditional on their marital status or social position7, thereby transforming 
unequal gender relations across social institutions from the household to the state. The draft bill has 
however yet to become law. 
 
An important dimension that needs serious policy attention is women’s time burdens, especially in 
relation to unpaid care work, as this contributes to the intergenerational transfer of nutritional 
disadvantage19. Good quality local infrastructure including clean drinking water and clean energy are 
necessary, alongside public goods such as basic education and health51. Equally important is the need 
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for high quality childcare to ensure feeding and care of the young child when the mother is working 
on the farm52,53. Apart from helping reduce and manage severe forms of malnutrition, creches can also 
help reduce women’s dependency on extended family members, especially in-laws, who may engage 
in violence and other forms of control including denying women food54,10. The lack of attention to 
these services contributes to a perpetuation of both poor nutritional outcomes and gender inequality 
in South Asia.  
 
Women’s mobilization and collective action are critical to ensuring the enforcement of law and the 
implementation of gender-responsive policies and programmes, especially in the face of newer 
challenges posed by climate change, urbanization, male migration or changing aspirations on gender 
divisions of labour, resource control and decision-making. While outcomes are not guaranteed, such 
public action will go some way to tackling the problem of women’s poorly defined rights, and in turn, 
the threats to their food, nutrition, and wider livelihood security, alongside keeping alive the pressure 
for gender equality and justice55. 
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