
CHAPrER SIX 

FEMAL£ AGRICULTURAL Lt~OURER 

As stated in the previous cb apter in an agricultural 

labourer family men, women and children have to work and pool 

their incorr:e to meet tneir subsistence needs. 'l'his means that. 

women are not exclusive house wives dependent on the income of 

their husbands. The social identity of a woman is that of a 

worker rather than that of a house wife. 'l'his becomes evident 

from the fact that during most hours of the day the huts are 

locked, the worr~n work outside in the fields or in other places 

and return home at s\mset. Of course all "house wo;-k" such as 

cleaning, fetching water, cooking etc. are done by the women, 

but this fact does not seem to constitute their basic social 

identity. They do not conceive themselves mainly as "women sitt

ing in the house", that is as house wives, but as workers. Most 

of the work of women is for subsistence or survival, whether it 

is wage work or non-wage work, work in the fields, or work in an 

urban centre. 

~ork participation 

A conparison of the work participation rates of men ana 

women as agricultural labourer in the two censuses shows that the 

work participation among the females is higher than the males in 

all the three districts. But the number of female cultivators is 

lo~-1er than that of male cultivators. 

...... 
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Table - 29 

Percentage of main ,,orkers in ngricul ture, household industry and. other 
work to total workers in the three districts 

-
working category _ ___!Jame of the distr~ 

i'/est Dinajpur cooch Behar Darjeeling 

1971 1981 1971 1981 1971 1981 
--·· 

Cultivators Persons 57.05 41.18 67.95 52.28 30.47 26.93 

1-1ales 58.90 50.39 69.10 54.53 :G9.98 25 .. 51 

~·emales 19.83 15.00 29.87 13.69 31.71 30.74 

Agricultural Persons 28.23 34.26 15.59 26.97 9.13 8.,78 
labourers Hales 26.73 31.72 15.28 26.31 9.08 9.21 

Females 58.46 56.65 26.07 38.26 9.26 7. 62 

Household Persons 1.35 2.08 2.08 2.36 1.74 2. OS 
industry Males 1.15 1.39 1.78 1.74 1.81 2.23 

Females 5.31 9.00 12. 34· 12. :;)3 1.57 1.56 

Other Persons 13.37 16.48 14.38 1£.39 58.66 62.24 
workers Male.s 13.22 16.50 13.84 17.42 59.13 63.05 

Females 16.40 16.35 31.72 35.12 57.48 60.08 

source: Census of India, 1981 

4 
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It is expected that the percentage of working population 

among the agricultural labc.urer families will be high. The reason 

is obvious. In a household which entirely subsists on wage labour, 

as soon as a boy or a girl attains the working age they try to 

seek employment. They do not need to complete any professional 

training course for this sort of employment. 'l'hough the work 

participation in agriculture is very high for the women vis-a-vis 

the men our data shows predominance of the male agricultural 

labourers over the femall3 agricultural labourers in· all the three 

villages. 

Tahlo - 30 

.Z\gricultural labourers in the sample households 
in the three villages 

Narne of the villa9es 

Bamangram Batla-Bhita · Alokjhora. 

NoiP No. " 
Total sample 

..... 

population 190 100.00 77 100.00 198 100.00 
Male 95 50.00 42 54.55 110 55.56 
~·em ale 95 50.00 35 45.45 88 44.44 
Total agricultural 
labourer 84 44.21 36 46.75 94 47.47 
Hale 49 51.58 24 57.14 63 57.27 
Female 35 36.85 12 33.29 31 35.22 

·--------------------------

...... 
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The above figures show that the percentage of male agri

cultural labourer is higre r than the female agricultural labourer 

in all the three villages. There ax~ many reasons why the number 

of male agricultural labourer is higher than the female agri-

cultural labourer. The most important areJ 

(1) women belonging to the first generation agricultural labourer 

families hesitate to work as agricultural labourer. 

(2) l'lany recently married women are not working as wage labourer.

In such cases husband generally prohibits his wife to go for 

work outside the horne. 

(3) 'l'he family composition is partly responsible fer the low 

turnover of female labourers. For example. in a family where 

there is more than one male labourer, generally women of such 

families do not go out for employment elsewh_ere. 

(4) Although the women labourers are available at lower wages 

still the employers prefer to hire male labourers. The employers 

say that the skill and capacity of work of a female agricultural 

labourer is less than tha·t of a male agricultural labourer. 

(5) The '.'1ornen do not get work as easily as men. On the one hand,· 

many first gene·ration agricultural labourers are not experienced 

. ..... 

in various. agricultural operations, and on the other hand they are 

to compete ~rlith skilled female labourers and surplus male labourers 

to secure an employment. Even those female labourers who work as 

wage labcurer very casually do not ccnsider. them as a wage 

labourer. 
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(6) caste factor also contributes to the low percentage 6f female 

labourer. Many Kayasthe. respondents who have recently migrated 

from Bangladesh possessed agricultural .land there. The male 

respondents belonging to this caste are reluctant to let their 

wives and other female mambers to work as wage labourer. 

In the preceding chapter we have discussed about the 

amount . and intensity of women • s work in the field ~ wage 

labourer. Here we shall discuss other kinds of work the women 

have to perform like domestic service, house work and child care, 

gathering activities, rearing domestic animals, petty trade etc. 

Domestic service 

ln contrast to an urban area, in the village opportunity 

to work as a maid servant is very limited. A decade or so ago 

work for the females was available in the houses of the rich 

peasants to boil and husk paddy, prepare chira and muri (parched -
and fried grains) etc. which are now done at the husking mills 

often located in the village itself. In the studied villages 

only few young girls work as maid servant in the houses of the 

rich peasants. 

One such ma.t:d servant is Anjali. She is 10 years old. she 

lives in her employets house. Her father is an agricultural 

la'bourer. Anj ali has to work from early morning to late evening. 

She does all 1unds o£ do~stic work like cleaning ~ooms and 

courtyard, washing utensils and clothes, fetching water, caring 

the child, preparing tea and assisting in cooking. 
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In almost all the cases girl child work without any cash 

payment. They receive only food and clothing. 

Dome·stic servant has .not emerged as a type of female wage 

labourer in these villages. This is mainly due to the fact that 

the l~fe style even in rich peasant families is rather simple. 

.. .,. 

The women in the rich peasant families do all types of domestic 

work themselves. Those families which can afford domestic servants 

prefer to enploy a male labourer as a permanent farm servant, 

not only £or working in the field but also for all types of old 

jobs in and around the house. 

Ga~hering activities 

Almost all women in a labou.l)er• s family are involved in 

different kinds of gatherin9 activities. Gathering is done mainly 

by women, little beys and girls. One important gathering activity 

is the cutting grass for the cattle. They collect grass from 

the fall~~ lands, edges of the fields and road sides. They 

collect grass hardly for their own cows but mainly for selling 

as onlJ few of them own any cattle. They make huge bundles of 

grass and carry them as headloads to sell them in the nearby 

u.t:ban areas. Dy selling one bundle of gr·ass they are able to 

earn f<9· l to k;. 2. 
., 

Collectj.ng firewood is another activity. 'l'his is important 

because the landless labourers cannot afford to buy kerosene or 

firewood. On the non-..,orking day the women go out \-11th a large 

bag, a sweeping-~ and a sickle to collect dry leafs and twigs. 

'l'hey. also collect cow dung to prepare dung-ca'Jces which is used 

.. .,. 
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as fuel. It is often seen in the villages that the women, little 

boys and girls are collecting cow dung. sometimes they have to 

walk for miles in order to collect firewood. Gathering makes a 

necessary contribution to the farr!ily requirement of fuel. some

times they are able -to earn a:;. 4 to R.o. 6 by selling the dung

cakes. But they have to collect the cow dung £or a number of 

days. 

Apart from the gathering activities, a few other forms of 

non-wage works are carried out by the women in the three villages, 

mainly raising of chickens and goats, ~~d maintaining a small 

kitchen gardening. 

' ., 
' 

'l'he ~romen in the studied villages are not unfamiliar with ..... 

kitchen gardening .. 'l'he most common practice is that they trans-. 

plant sorre varieties o£ gourds in the outside corner of their 

·huts. 'I'he creeper often spreads on the roof of the hut. A few 

of the gourds may be sold but most of them are consumed at home. 

Petty trace 

In recent years some of the women have tried to engage 

in r~tty trade. With the help of a bank credit one women in 

Alokjhora has started the business of ~ (fried rice). In this 

business at least a husking pedal. a hand winnowing'fan. a boil-

ing pot and a big polythene bag are needed. Her hu.sband helps in 

purchasing.the paddy from the market. The grain is then cleaned 

by a \-Tinnowing fan. she then very carefully boils ·the paddy 

because the quality of ~ depends largely ~pon the boiling. 

The boiled grain is then kept in the Open air for drying. 'I'he 

grain is again clecned before husking with a husking pedal. She 
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does this work mainly with the help of her 10 years old daughter. 

The grain is further winnowed to separate the chiff from the 
', 

grain. The clean and husked rice is then considered ready for 

making !Jilltl• She makes hu<;~ quantity of !m!£! in a polythene bag 

and carry them as head-loads to sell in the urban a~ea. 

Another women in Bamangram has set up -a little tea stall 

in the village market. She keeps the stall open from 5 a.m. to 

11 a.m. and 4 p.m. to 8 p.m. She herself does all kinds of work 
I 

in and around the stall. This form of petty trade do not go 

beyond the sphere of petty businesso The sale proceeds of a day 

has to be spent to a large extent to buy reM materials for the 

next day. The profit they earn from these ventures is very small 

and is spent to meet the subsistence needs of the family. It is 

thus that only by combining the earnings from various type~ of 

work by all the members of the family, the families are able to 

make the two ends meet. 

Two illustrations will help us to get a graphic picture 

of the work a woman has to perform both in and outside ·the house. 

a}· Saloka Singh, 30, Married. Batla-ahita, Hindu, Rajbanshi, 
agricultural as well as construction labourer 

~·amilz: Husbanda Charan Singh. 37, agricultural labourer, four 

daughters,. the eldest Jyotsna, 12 is a maid servant; the remain-

ing three daughters, the yomlgest of whom is only 7 stay at home. 

Education: All are illiterate. Never felt the necessity of 

education,. never thou9ht of sending their children to school. 

\. 

.. .... 
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. Property a P~solutely landless, not even a homestead land; they 

live in a small thatched hut constructed on the land owned by 

husband's parental uncle~ '!'hey have, besides, only two goats and 

t\110. calves. 

!!Elli saloka knows some of the thikadars based at Sivmandir 

and approach them for work. The thikadar ·then take her to the 

work site vii th many other labourers from the surrounding villages. 

They have to report to work before 8 a.m. and have to work till S 

in the evening. s aloka gets only Rs. 10 a day. She gets half-an-

hour lunch break at noon. However, there is a· gradation of payment 

on the basis cf age and sex. The male workers normally get ~. 12 

per day and the girls get only ~. 6 or ~. a. Until last year 

saloka used to get only &. 6 or Rs. 8. 

Before marriage Saloka had no exr~rience of working outside 

home. But after· marriage two things happened .. :First, when she. had 

her second daughter,(after five years of her marriage) her husband 

fell seriously ill. He lost his eye sight and health and in the 

process lost his power to work. At that time they were living 

with the fa.'1li1y of ·their parental uncle. Finding their miseries 

the uncle insisted that they should set up their own separate 

household •. l:,amily quarrels finally led to the breol< up of the 

joint fawily. Charan Singh, who was working as an agricultural 

labcurer, four ... d it very difficult to find 1r10rk. Poverty thus 

forced ~aloka to go cut of the house to find work. Initially 

she started as an agricultural labourer. BUt. this is an area 

which is agriculturally-backward. Therefore, it was never possible 

to find work throughout the year. Having b.een informed of the 

...... 
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-, 
constructJ.on works in the university and in the sivmandir region 

she decided to go for it. Saloka now ,..rorks in the· agricultural 

sector part-icularly during· the harvest season when the demand of 
; / 

agrict:lttir"al labourer goes up, and the wage· rate also goes up. 

But on the whole she prefers the construction work more than the 

agricultural work. Because, according to her, (1) since theyhave to 

depend more on the construction work she does not want to anger 

the thikadar, and (2) the agricultural work is much more demanding 

since they have to work defying the scorcing suns or heavy rain. 

In the construction "Lotork, on the other hend, they can take rest 

when it's raining or work in a relaxed mood t"lhen the thikadar 

is not around. 

T.hc \-.rage paid to the labourers worldng in Siliguri is 

relotively higher lt .• 12 at present. The thikadars also insist her 

to work in Siliguri. But she generally does not like to work in 

Silig-uri because, (~)" it requires to pay the bus-fare· which t'l7ou1d 

be about ks. 2 per day, (2) it needs more time to reach the work 

place and to come back home, and (3) they may have to take tea at 

least once which will cost the .Rs. l more. The·refore, on the whole 

s~loka .prefers to work within a range of. 2 to 3 kilometres. 

~ihen worx is easily av~ilable the thikadars insist that 

Saloka and others should work every day and without any .leave. 

But Saloka takes leave for a day (of course t,~ithout pay) to take 
..... 

rest and to spend the \-rhole day .freely according to her am plan. 

[)he tckes hers~lf off usually en 'l'uesday, which is the ~ day. 

On thJ.s day she rises early in -che morning, makes tea, takes 

breakfast with tea and bread, finishes domestic works, bathe her 

daughters, take the cattle to the field, takes bath at noon, 
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cooks her food, take food and then go to the ~· This is a . 

special day for saloka and the other members of her family. 

Because, saloka usually buy many things from the hat, especially 

food items. she told me with usual interest that she normally 

brings fish on this day. She cooks the fish herself, which they 
. 

take in the night and also on the next day. The next morning. as 

usual she leaves for .. work. Fish is the only ppecial arid nutritious 

item they consume occasionally. Normally however. they take rice, 

dal and a little vegetables. 

Division of labour and other consegyeqc~ 

At horne saloka cool:s the family meal early in the morning, 

and takes care of her children at night. Besides, she does the 

marketing. Her husband looks for scmt::: min<.1r casual work at the . 

quarters of the ~niversity, especi~lly works in their gardens. 

·rwo daughters go out to wod·~ as maid servants. Only the younger 

daughters stay home to take care of themselves and also to take 

care of the cattle. The eldest o£ the three younger daughters 

prepare food in the evening and serves food to her father at noon. 

The eldest of the younger daughters who stay at horne takes care of 

the youngest two daughters. 

Health 

Health of all the family members is abnormally poor. 

Charan Singh has alread:y lost his eyesight, and his health is also 

too poor to work hard. saloka also has a chronic back and knee 

joint pain which sometimes aggravates to force her to stop work 

for a day or ~;o. Despite her chronic pain she cannot afford to 

stop work, because stopping of work means starvation. \'lhen at work 
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the pain goes high and she takes rest for a while to regain her 

strength. The thikadar and her fell~; workers are h0wever kind to 

her as they allow her to rest. 

Politics 

saloka knows that they are poor, can differentiate·her 

from the rich, the baboos, she knows that the wage she gets is 

very low, and not adequate to meet the basic needs. she knows 

that a collective movement may bring them higher wage. But she 

does not kn~~ how to make such a movement. Once she expressed her 

dissatisfacti.on over the 101.-t wage but was thwarted by the thikadara 

if you are not sati·sfied with the rate then try for job in some """ 

other place. And saloka knows it well that there is hardly any-

where to go. There has not been any effort by any political party 

to take up their cause in an organized way. 

In the village they vote in the Panchayat elections and in 

the Asse~hly and Parliamentary elections. She told me that she is 

a supporter of the CPI {M) which she considers to be .party of the 

poor. But she cculd not explain why. She also told me that she 

received no help from the party. But in the last parliamentary 

election she had voted for the hand symbol.being ins~sted by one 

of the elderly neighbour. She had seen political procession but 

never took part in it nor she had ever attended a political meet

ing. she does not kno~.,r who is Jyoti Basu or who is Rajib Gandhi, 

not to speak of the other ministers. She had only heard of ~dira 

Gandhi and also that she had died. 

b) S~dhya Barman, 25, Mar~ied, Bamangram, Hindu, Rajbanshi, 

landless agricultural labourer. 



~---

202 

~ly: Husband : Dulu Barman, 32, primarily agricultural labourer.· 

Three sons· and one daughter, the eldest, san):)hu 9. -The remaining 

two sons and one daugbters age are 8, 6 and 6 respectively. All 

the sons and the daughter are without any work and stay at· home • 

. Education 1 sandhya is illiterate and her husband was at one time 

enrolled in the primary school. Their four children hardly go to 

school. 

Prope;t~: Besides homestead plot they do not own any land. They 

live in a small thatched hut. They have, besides, one goat and 

two chickens. 

~iorka Sandhya works as a casual labour, she has no permanent - -
employer. She is free to change en~loyer according to her wish 

and when the situation· demands. The working-day generally begins 

at 8 .a.m. and continues till S in the evening with an interval of 

one hour at noon. She told me, sometimes the employers make 

excessive demand. she generally avoids the e~tra little jobs 

demanded by the employer. .If she is asked to do the extra work 

after ~e scheduled time, she demands for extra ·wages which iS 

fixed after a bargai~. 

The wage rates vary from one seasc.n to· another. 'l'here is 

also a gradation of payment on the basis of age and sex. The female 

and child labourers generally receive lower wages than the male 

~abourers. Payment generally takes place on daily basis. But in 

the contractual work, some advances are paid . at the beginning and 

the rest is paid at the end of tha work. sandhya1 sometimes, works 

on contractual basis, mainly during the harvesting and weeding 

seasons• 

. .... 
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sandhya is normally employed 'to perform the following works~ 

transplantation, weeding and harvesting. she gets on an average 

~. a, ~. 7 and ~ a respectively per day for transplantation, 

weeding and harvesting work. During the months of Aswin and 

Pous (September-OctOber and Octob~r-November) the wage-rate goes 

down to ns. 6 per Ciay-. In these months there is hardly any oppor

tunity to get any work of agricultural operations. 

There is substantial variation in her monthly incomes 

mainly because of two reasons. Firstly, the wage-rates vary from 

one month to another, and secondly, she does not get work through

out' the m~ths in some seasons. She earns on an average as. 240 

per month in the months of Asar (June-July), Bhadra (August

September), Kartik (October-November), Agrahan (November-December) 

and Magh (January-February). Her monthly income is around Rs. 200 

to Rs. 219 in the months of Baisakh (April-May), Falgun (February

March) and Chaitra (Marh-April). Her monthly income goes down 

.. __ · between Rs. 120 to Rs. 140 during the months of Jaistha (May-June) 

and Srvan (July-August), tb the months of Aswin (September-OCtober} 

and Pous (December-January) her monthly income generally does not 

exceed ~. 50 to ~ 60. A rough calculation in this way puts her 

yearly incorre around ~. 2000. 

sandhya never ·-goes to the town. for employment. When there 

is no \'IOrk in the. village her husband goes to the town for employ-

ment. 

sandhya told me that most of her earnings are spent on 

food items. Only in acute necessity she spends a little to purchase 

clothes. She never seems it feasible to buy toilet articles with 

her meagre income. 

...,. 
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she generally spends the working day in the following 

manner. On this day she wakes up at around 5 a.m •• finishes 

domestic works, prepares breakfast ana lunch. gives necessary 

direction to her children, serves and takes breakfast mainly 

with bread and leave ~or work. At lunch break. which generally 

continue from 12 to 1 p.m •• she comes back horne, bathe her· children 

and herself, takes food and then leaves ·for work. At the end of 

the day's work she goes straight to the employer's house for 
. 

payment. In most of the days, after receiving the payment she has 

to go to the grocery shops for purchasing the necessary food items 

like rice, wheat, solt, oil etc. After making the purchases she 

comes back heme at around 6 p.m. /~ter taking rest for a while she 

has to hurry to prepare the night meal. Cnly around a p.m. she can 

complete her cooking and serving food to the household members. 

· Nonnally they take rice, dal and a little bit o:f vegetables. 

on the day. when she does not find any work she spends the 

day in the following manner. On this day she wakes up at S a.m •• 

finishes domestic chores, prepares breakfast and serve, takes 

break£ ast anc th~n ~_?es out for collecting fire-wood and grass. 

At noon, she cooks food and serves to the family meriibers. After-

wards. she spends the day idling and gossiping. At night also. she 

has to cook food and serve. Normally. she goes to the bed at ab.out 

8 p.m. 

Division of labour and othe£_£ons~u~nces 

Besides cooking and serving food to the household members4! 

sandhya does the following works: fetching drinking water, washing 

cf clothes, collecting firewood etc. She sorootimes goes to the· 

...... 
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weekly market mainly for purchasing food items. Generally, sandhya 

and her husband go out for work and remain there throughout the 

day. In such cases her four children stay at home without any 

guardian. The eldest son_takes care of the two younger brothers 

and sister. The eldest son also looks after the cattle. 

Health 

Health of all the family merra:>ers is very poor. Sandhya 

gave three reasons for their poor health. Firstly, she has to 

\'11ork under brazen heat to heavy showers without an umbrella and 

also in the winter season without sufficient warm clothing. 

secondly, the wages she receives are not adequate to purchase 

the necessary nutritious foods. Thirdly. due to the lack o~ money 

they have to go witho~t proper medical creatment throughout the 

------.year. 

Politics 

She know that they are poor. can dJ.fferentiate her from the 

employers. the wage she gets is very low. and not adequate to meet 

the basic needs. She does believe that a collective movement may 

bring them higher wage. But she does not lmow how to start· such 

a movement. Along with many others she is 'also not prepared to go 

for any conflict with the employers. Because the e'mployers help 

her in crisis. sometimes. the employers advance small amount of 

loan, especially when there is no \11Crk in agricultural operations. 

Noreover, she knows it well that there is hardly anyt~here to go. 

There has not been any effort by any political party to take up 

their cause. 
..... 
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She told me that she is a support~r of the CPI (M), because, 

her husband supports this party. She could not differentiate between 

the Central and the S_tate Government. She does not know the name 

of the Prime I-linj.ster and the Chief IVLinister. She could remember 

only the name of some local-political leaders. 

The case of salol~a or s andhya are not isolated ones. This 

is the general plight of female agricultural labourers in .this 

part of the country. Being illiterate, burdened with poverty and 

hungr.t mouths to feed they are more or less forced to work as 

unskilled workers. They contribute substantially to the family 

income and are in addition largely ~sponsible for the material 

and non-material needs of their children, husbands and other · 

kin£ lok. All major household j cbs such as cooking, cleaning and 

child-care are the primary responsibilities of women. The wages 

tney- receive is hardly sufficient to meet their very basic needs. 

There is no guarantee of their employment, nor any guarantee of 

getting the minimum~ages as set down by the oovernment. These 

working women seems to be always hard pressed between their roles 

as wage earner and as mothers and house wives, none of which, 

perhaps, they can discharge very satisfactorily. 


