
Part Two : Empirical 

WOMEN AT WORK: RELEVANT 
STUDIES CONCERNING WOMEN'S 

WORK-PARTICIPATION 



This part of the study aims at an analysis of the 

framework of relationships of partners in marriage and family 

and beyond the marital structure; the effect of the extra 

structural relations, if any, on marriage with special emphasis 

on the women partners. The urban metropolitan background 

has played important role in the changing concepts of 

morality and freedom. 

Review of literature and empirical studies suggest such 

a change in the role of women partners in marriage. Such 

changes occur due to realization of self potentiality and self

awareness of women folk. The changes have profound 

impact on the structural and functional aspects of marriage 

and family and force society to redefine the meaning and 

concept of family. A fieldwork has been undertaken for 

assessment of the changes in real life situations. 
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WOMEN AT WORK: RELEVANT STUDIES 

CONCERNING WOMEN'S WORK-PARTICIPATION 

From different articles and books it is found that a 

significant proportion of women in the economically active 

age group are not in the labour force in India, as compared to 

developed parts of the world. According to the social 

indicators of development compiled by the World Bank in 

1994, there are only twentyfive females in the labour force in 

India for every hundred males (age : 15 to 64) as against a 

ratio of 38 females for 100 males for the developed countries. 

The employment of women in the organised sector is 

even poorer. Only 14% of the total labour-force in the 

organised sector are women. In West Bengal womens' 

employment in organised sector is only 8. 9% [Source : Quick 

Estimates of the Director General of Employment and 

Training]. 

Sarala Gopalan1 in her book 'Women and Employment 

in India' (1995) points to a number of possible reasons for the 

low rate of womens' employment. The Census - definition of 

'work' becomes relevant for quantifying employment. With 

the exception of a few types of cultivation, Census does not 

include the non-market economic activities as work. Secondly, 

the rate of absorption of women in jobs is at a lesser rate than 

the rate of intake of men. Thirdly, women are crowding more 
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into familiar vacations like clerks, teachers, receptionists etc. 

This is partly due to their comparative immobility because of 

their reluctance to go far away from their homes for jobs, in 

view of their greater responsibilities in the family and lack of 

facilities in living away from home. 

Gopalan observes that the chronic unemployment among 

educated women is far greater than educated men in urban 

areas. In recent years, lot of attention is given to solve the 

difficulties of residence and also a wide network of childcare 

and other facilities are coming up to encourage young 

mothers seek out jobs. 

The causes of low work-participation of women were 

pointed out by Lebra, Paulson and Everett2 in the book 

"Women and Work in India - Continuity and Change". 

Introduction of modern technology was, to a certain extent, 

responsible for displacement of women from their jobs. The 

negative value placed by society on women's work outside the 

horne for remuneration was another important reason for low 

economic participation of women. The decreasing rate is more 

obvious in the urban areas where women from the upper 

echelons of society work primarily because of personal 

satisfaction they find in their work and not because of 

financial needs of the family. 
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But this lower work-force participation is not a simple 

linear downward curve. In some areas of employment 

women's participation is increasing. These include newer 

professions such as social work, journalism, secretarial work 

and others. It is observed that in the post-independence 

period secretarial work has become, at least in part, a female 

occupation. 

Neera Desai and Sarayu Anantram3 in the article 

"Middle Class Women's Entry into the World of Work" 

observe that middle class women who happen to be urban and 

educated took up work out side home in a significant number 

only after 1940's. The two major reasons which provided the 

middle class women opportunities of entering the wider 

world are (1) participation in freedom movement and (2) 

acceptance of the value of imparting education to women. The 

Post-Independence era provided greater opportunities to 

women to enter services and professions. 

Desai and Anantram also observed that it was only from 

1970's onward that the employment of educated women was 

accepted as useful and those taking professional education 

and yet not working began to be considered as wasting their 

education. Pressure on the urban middle class families for 

enhancing the family income and standard of living was one 

of the main causes which led to large participation of middle 

class women in work. Education which was earlier looked 

upon as helpful in spending time before marriage, gradually 
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came to be considered as equipping women for the possibility 

of her entrance into gainful employment. 

Widening of public sector and increase of opportunities 

in the semi-government undertakings have positively 

contributed to women's work participation. Middle class 

educated women are generally employed as clerks, secretaries, 

receptionists, school-teachers, nurses etc., while the highly 

educated women find their places among college teachers, 

doctors and in management cadres - Banking industry is also 

widening the employment opportunities for women. 

Women's participation in gainful employment assumed 

sociological significance, as their relationship within the 

family needed to be redefined and new adaptations were 

coming up. The additional responsibilities outside home 

affects women's relationship with husband, children and 

other relatives. 

Desai and Anantram also note the change in the family

type for the urban working women. Along with the urban 

trend of nuclearisation of families; small joint families or 

nuclear families with dependents are also coming up 

frequently. For a middle class working women the type of 

family in which she lives is very important. Complete nuclear 

family may mean absence of assistance and complete reliance 

on one's own resource. Such a situation is difficult to manage 
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as is the traditional joint family set-up which imposes heavier 

burden of responsibilities. 

The motivations for women's work, as Desai and 

Anantram pointed, are as follows :-

1. Often employment is looked upon as a stop-gap activity 

for women as age of marriage is going up in the urban 

areas. 

2. Economic considerations for supplementing the family 

income for maintaining higher standards of life lead 

educated middle class women to go out in the job 

market. 

3. For the widows or unmarried women, joining the work 

force may mean dire necessity. 

4. Those who have taken professional degree may feel 

wasting their time and education by sitting idle. These 

sections like to use their education and training~ and 

work for self fulfilment. 

Desai and Anantram speak of a psychological constraint 

of women in accepting higher and more responsible positions 

in office, pointing to family interests as their primary concern. 

Maria Mies4 feels that majority of working women are of 

opinion that women~s job and family duties harmoniously 

complement each other. Her respondents feel that they have 

been successful in managing two roles and they take pride in 

both the roles. 
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Goldstein in her follow-up study in 1977, found that a 

woman who was working out of economic necessity and 

contributing to the family income, tends to have more 

freedom. 

A. Ramanamma5 feels that women are proud that they 

have become additional bread winners of the family and are 

thus in some respect equal partners in marriage. Majority of 

women expressed that they are treated as individuals 1n 

society in their own right. 

Geraldine Forbes 6 points to the changes in social values 

concerning women's role. She says, "what was deviant 

behaviour for one generation was acceptable behaviour for the 

next". By the years of twentieth century women are full 

participants in the remodelling of their future. The boundaries 

have stretched considerably to accommodate women as equal 

partners in marriage. 

Maria Mies in her book 'Indian Women and Patriarchy' 

(1980) observes that majority of the respondents of her study 

considered their profession and career as of vital importance. 

This may be due to the financial reward they were getting or 

may be due to the fact that they could realize themselves in 

works of their own. These women also stressed their family 

responsibilities as of great importance. On their familial plane 

they theoretically subscribed to the theory of patriarchy. But 
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in practice they believed in the importance of both, their 

professional career and family. 

Mies found couples who shared egalitarian ideas in their 

marriage relationship. One of her respondent succeeded in 

convincing her husband about her "progressive" way of 

thought. In the cases of two others the husbands had to go 

with their wives. These are positively indicative of a stable 

coexistence between marriage and profession. 

Femina, 14, no. 17 (August 17, 1973, page 5) portrays 

woman as a wife, a mother and an individual. The 

expectations around women range from maintaining 

traditions motivating a whole generation to change in its 

values, its aspiration and even the concept of civilized life. 

Geraldine Forbes in her book 'Women in Modern India 

(1998) rightly points to the changing role of women from 

being objects of regulations to initiators of norms. The destiny 

of women are no longer being totally controlled by the family. 

Women are coming up as independent individuals in all walks 

of life. 

In U.S.A./ the feminist writer B. Friedman7 (1965) 

identified the problem of discontent of suburban housewives, 

the boredom and emptiness of their lives. A study of couples 

revealed divergences between husbands' and wives' 
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expectations and experiences, with many wives unhappy with 

the lack of emotional intimacy and companionship in their 

marriages. 

In Britain, H. Gavron 8 (1966) considered the plight of 

'the captive wife', trapped into social isolation by her 

domestic and maternal responsibilities. 

By the time J. Bernard9 published 'The Future of 

Marriage' in 1972, there was sufficient evidence for her to 

argue that in any marital union, there were two marriages -

'his' and 'hers', and that his was considerably better than 

hers. 

In his Reith Lecture (1967), E. Leach10 announced that 

"the family with its petty privacy and tawdry secrets is the 

source of all our discontents". (Steve Taylor, page 162). 

Anti-psychiatrists such as R. Liang11 (1971) saw the 

close confines of the family life as giving rise to highly 

charged, disturbed and disturbing interpersonal relationships. 

Marxists treated family as a symptom of alienation of 

capitalist sodety, and argued that the family could not 

possibly satisfy all our emotional and social needs (Zaretsky, 

1976). 
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R. Fletcher12 (1966) negated all the views which claimed 

that family was in decline. He, nevertheless, admitted the 

negative aspects of the family in the pre-industrial victorian 

period. During that period, majority of the families had to 

work simply in order to survive. This was combined with lack 

of recreational and educational resources and poor housing 

conditions. As a result "happy family life" was virtually 

impossible. The Domegeois Victorian family may be treated 

"cohesive", but solidarity was often based on the tyranny of 

the father, the virtual enslavement of mother and repression 

of the children. 

Set against this backdrop the twentieth century family 

appears in Fletcher's work as a rewarding institution catering 

both for satisfaction of social needs and for individual self 

realization and autonomy. 

Diane B. Schulder1 3 (1970) has summarized the legal 

framework of the wife's marriage as laid down in the common 

law. The legal responsibilities of the wife are described as to 

live in the home established by her husband and to perform 

the domestic chores necessary for maintaining that home and 

also to care for her husband and children. The wife is allowed 

to take up a job only if her domestic chores are not interfered 

with. 
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Bernard (1982) observed that working-women show 

fewer symptoms of psychological distress because they find a 

relief from exclusive responsibility for support of the family. 

M. Young and P. willmott14 (1973) expressed similar 

feelings in "The Symmetrical Family". 

Edward Shorter15 (1977) echoed similar sentiments in 

"Making of Modern Family." 

William J. Goode16 (1982) wrote in his book "The 

Family"-

"Through the centuries thoughtful people have observed 

that the family was disintegrating .... It is on its way out. 

But almost everyone who lives out an average life span 

enters the married state. Most eventually have children, who 

will later do the same .... 

In the Western Nations a higher percentage of people 

marry than a century ago. Indeed, the total number of years 

spent within marriage by the average person is higher now 

than at any previous time in the history of the world ..... 
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At present time, human beings appear to get as much joy 

and sorrow from the family as they always have, and seem as 

best as ever on taking part in family life .... The family does 

not seem to be a powerful institution, like the military, the 

church or the state, but it seems to be most resistant to 

conquest or to the efforts people make to reshape it. Any 

specific family may appear to be fragile or unstable but the 

family system as a whole is tough and resilient." 

Richard T. Schaefer M. and Robert P. Lam17 (1998) 

mentioned about the occupational segregation or 

confinement to sex- typed "women's jobs", and considered 

these as damaging for women's work-participation. The so

called 'men's jobs' often seemed to carry more prestige 

and financial rewards. However, in United States, there has 

been a dramatic change in the last thirtyfive years in the 

proportion of women entering many professions which were 

traditionally dominated by men. 

Among the obvious social consequences of women's 

increasing involvement in the paid labour-force were the 

development of child-care facilities and rise of fast food 

network. The authors found the working mothers as more 

involved with taking care of home than the fathers. Such a 

finding stands opposed to the popular claim of the March of 

Progress theory. Nevertheless, women were increasingly 

accepting the double burden of work outside the home 

followed by child - care and household duties. A "dual -
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income" lifestyle was gradually becoming popular and 

couples were shifting from the traditional role models. 

Economic need, higher level of education of women and 

impact of the feminist movement on women's consciousness 

were some of the reasons behind the rise in the number of 

dual - income couples. 

Schaefer and Lamm also observed that the family was 

diversifying itself. A variety of family forms were being 

encouraged rather than the one that everyone needed to be 

compressed into the same mould. Economic participation of 

women in the skilled labour market had considerable effect 

on the changes in family values. Earlier, career and 

profession were primarily reserved for men. Later was the 

addition of women's desire for autonomy, realization of 

surplus self, taking the risk involved in changing customary 

family patterns, willing participation and change within the 

family as well as through work outside home. 

Joel M. Charon18 (1992) illustrated some of the causes 

of change in relative positions of husband and wife in the 

family structure. Opportunity to work outside home 

seemed to be one of the major factors leading to increasing 

power of women, the questioning attitude that women 

developed, and the legal changes. Charon also observed that 

in some way modern family played a larger role than even 

before. It provided the individual with happiness, personal 

growth, emotional development and psychological support. 
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Industrial urban society had changed the traditional 

functions of the family. With higher levels of education, skill 

and professional engagements, family as a group in society 

is primarily responsible for the greater intimate personal 

relationships of the adults in it. 

Anthony Giddensi 9 (1992) wrote - " radicalising 

possibilities of the transformation of intimacy are very real. 

Some have claimed that intimacy can be oppressive, and 

clearly this may be so if it is regarded as a d-emand for 

constant emotional closeness seen, however, as a transactional 

negotiation of personal ties by equals, it appears in a 

completely different light. Intimacy implies a wholesale 

democratising of the interpersonal domain, in a manner fully 

compatible with democracy in the public sphere " 

(Transformation of Intimacy", A. Giddens, 1992, Page-3). 

Mohinder Singh20, in an article published in The 

Telegraph, 29 April 1993, highlighted the points that 

increasing interaction between the sexes at workplace might 

lead to relationships that fall short of physical consummation, 

but one deeper than casual friendship. Increasing number of 

women are working alongside men. The nature of presentday 

job demands more hours of work, non-office settings and 

business travels. In spite of these conditions, women are 

coming out of their traditionally secure house-bound roles. 

The Indian family has learnt to live with a wife and mother 

whose horizons are not bound by the kitchen and the 
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bedroom. Working women are interacting with men who are 

not their husbands or immediate family members. Such a 

situation offers opportunities for work-friendships to develop. 

Vast majority of men and women who work in today' s offices 

are normally neither interested in a commitment like 

marriage, especially if already married, nor in an affair that 

has the potential to disrupt their careers or established 

relationships. The new relationships emphasises mutual 

respect and open communication as an alternative to the old 

game of seduction and conquest. 

In this respect Singh refers to the studies of U.S. 

Management experts, Mr. David R. Eyler and Ms. Andrea P. 

Baridon. The new workplace relation has obvious advantages 

over marriage, as it has the scope for II cooling off" and also 

has no obligation towards the care of each other or to 

necessary toleration of mutual differences. If successful, such 

relationship can lead to increased creativity at work. 

Singh uses the terms "office culture" to refer to the 

situation that give rise to the new relationships. Indian 

culture had been by and large very conservative about the 

freedom granted to women. Heterosexual relationships were 

seen to be defined by and limited to marriage. However, 

the days of insecure spouses who waited at home have 

passed and the traditional social mores are now encountering 

a new and novel situation. The "hidebound" Indian family 

system is still uneasily adjusting to the phenomenon of 
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working wives. The "rules" or "norms" are yet to be 

created to deal with the new situation. 

It is not much difficult today to find the relevance of 

the new relationship to urban work conditions in India. The 

Indian social, cultural and workplace mores are not exact 

replies of those in the west. Yet, as human beings every 

where are the same and as the Indian Metropolitan work and 

life conditions closely approximate western experiences, it 

can be assumed that the growing participation of women in 

the labour market leads to the new pattern of interaction 

between the sexes. 

A number of articles appeared in the Thursday 

supplement (on women) of The Telegraph, July 14,1994. It 

highlighted the recent changes in expectations within the 

structure of family and marriage. With women going in 

for professional qualifications and following careers, 

rather than just "jobsn, a dramatic change in the attitude of 

young, urban, educated Indian husbands follows. Instead 

of breathing fire and brimstone at the prospect of the wife 

putting her career before other things, he actually encourages 

her to persue her profession even at the cost of separation. 

Such a separation for the sake of career does not affect their 

relation or responsibility towards each other. All the 

working couples, interviewed by one of the writers, Shuma 

Raha, were emphatic about the element of "understanding" 

between the partners in marriage. She rightly observes that 
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the practice of couples living in different cities is not new to 

urban India. What is new is the motive behind the separation. 

Whereas earlier, wives opted to stay back only when the 

children's education was at stake, today more and more 

women are staying behind, or more radically, moving to 

another city, to further their own careers and to satisfy then 

own ambitions. Thus, with more and more couples opting 

for professional careers, the expectations in marriage among 

the educated Indians, seem to be witnessing a vast change. 

Raha observes that the change in outlook has been 

helped by the breakdown of the joint-family system. With 

the spectre of a disapproving patriarch or a matriarch 

vanishing, couples are facing much less social pressure in 

the choice of life - style. 

Raha, however, mentions the negative sides of the 

"long-distance -marriages". Loneliness and responsibilities 

regarding children are two major constraints which the 

couples face, and all of them agree that such an arrangement 

a temporary one. But the fact is that women are becoming 

more and more professional in their workplaces and 

definitely successful initiating a change in marriage 

relationship. 

Margaret M. Polama21 (1970) has found that if a wife 

contributes to the family income, her power in the family is 
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increased. But the traditional family never recognised her 

(non-earning woman's) contribution as worth mentioning. 

Polama's study of professional wives finds four 

patterns of relationship in their marriage : (1) traditional 

or patriarchal, where wife's career is viewed primarily as 

hobby, while the husband's is the main source of income or 

status; (2) neo-traditional, in which wife's career is taken 

more seriously, but she is still responsible for the children 

and household; (3) egalitarian, in which the woman 

deliberately keeps her income down in order not to surpass 

that of her husbands; and (4) matriarchal, in which wife's 

income is higher and such families usually have many 

problems. Wives retain their "women" role-model in family 

and marriage. Thus, being a boss on the job does not entitle a 

woman to be a boss at home. 

Jessie Bernard (1982) felt that the achievement of women 

had tended to be derivative and vicarious. The list of most 

admired woman consists largely of wives of men who have 

achieved rather than women who have achieved in their own 

right. It was because that women were socialized into 

believing that although they could not in their own right 

become great "doctors, lawyers, merchants or chiefs" they 

could achieve recognition through their husbands. Bernard 

observed that the change and was not in the power structure 

but in the way of its maintenance. In the egalitarian model the 

wives were rejecting the idea of any utter incompatibility 
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between the institutional I theoretical pattern and the actual 

one. The rejection was not necessary of the "real" power

structure, but reflected the wives' increasing reluctance to go 

along with the institutional conception of marriage, which put 

them down and reduced their status. They wanted to be 

themselves, whatever those selves- dominant, subservient or 

sharing I caring happened to be. 

The use of the concept "egaliterian" in marriage

relationship was criticised by many writers like Bernard, 

Bilton, Bonett, Poloma and others. The concept seemed to be 

oversimplified. Changes in the structure of family and 

marriage in terms of intimacy, closeness and togetherness 

occurred. But all these could and did co-exist with marked 

inequalities of power and responsibility between husbands 

and wives. The working wives' working hours per week 

exceed that of their husbands due to the "double-burden" 

(paid and unpaid work burden) phenomena. 

Tony Bilton22, Kevin Bonett, Philip Jones and others 

(1981) spoke about the march-of-progress theorists, who 

claimed that the industrial urban societies would be 

dominated by egalitarian marriages and in which the roles of 

husband and wife would be more interdependent and less 

one-sided. The symmetrical family of Young and Willmott 

referred to the gradual achievement of balance between the 

normative obligations of husbands and wives. The strongest 

indication of this was the erosion of 'traditional' division of 
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labour by sex; men seemed to be more involved in domestic 

work and woman seemed to be more involved in paid work 

outside home. Better standard of living1 higher aspirations for 

homes and families and breakdown of the joint / extended 

families were working as significant force influencing morals 

in many peoples lives. The spouses were thrown back more on 

each other's company and assistance in marriage. The popular 

notion of "dual-career-couples" seems essentially associated 

with the image of symmetrical family. These couples combine 

challenging careers with a deep commitment to their joint 

domestic life. Young and Willmott explicitly argue that the 

symmetrical pattern is most characteristic of middle class 

couples. 

E. Bott23 in the concept "joint conjugal role" relationship 

explains that in this the demarcation between husband's 

world and the wife's world is far less clear-cut. They do the 

chores around the home interchangeably and are highly 

flexible about the so-called sex-typed jobs. Both of them earn, 

share friends in common, entertain together, take their 

recreation together, and join together in the making of 

decisions. Joint conjugal role relationships are more common 

amongst middle class couples. 

Contradictory claims are also there R. Rapoport24 and R. 

Rapoport's study on the Dual-Career-Families focuses upon 

the couples where both husbands and wives have professional 

or business careers. It is seen that although participation 
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endorces that dual career pattern, the responsibilities for 

dealing with certain problems, created by her work

participation - like alternative child care - arrangement, 

dealing with sick children or arrangement for house-work -

lie with the wife. The researchers find husbands as tolerant of 

their • I 
WIVeS career, as long as those careers do not 

significantly interfare with their own needs. 

Rapoport and Rapoport challenge the notion of equality 

In marriage-relationship and also the concept of symmetrical 

family. They argue that wives who have careers are still 

regarded primarily as 'wives' and 'mothers' in their own 

household. 

Abhijit Pathak25 (1994) writes about the characterisation 

of women into images like good wives, good mothers and 

good sisters/ etc. Such images have discounted their human 

nature because these images have become overwhelmingly 

powerful in undermining the 'total' women with other 'real' 

hopes and aspirations. Emancipation of women requires 

women's ability to come out of these ideal images. Women 

need to realize that they are human beings with infinite · 

possibilities. She needs to break the stereotypes. A woman 

enters the public domain not just as a passive receiver of 

man's skill, science, intelligence and culture. She enters with a 

goal or purpose and she believes in her existence as creator 

and protector achievements of life. 
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James Peoples26 and Garrik Bailey (2000) mention an 

interesting observation concerning the increase in women's 

work participation in urban industrial culture. Industrial 

technology increasingly substitutes for labour and muscle 

power and thereby reducing the relevance of female - male 

biological differences in performing economic tasks ("jobs") 

Colleagues working in office computer tables are no more 

subject to biological discrimination. Modern cultures have 

been at least, partly successful in remodeling the previous 

cultural beliefs about sexual differences in emotional 

responses, intellectual capacity, psychological propensities, 

and the like. Increased female access to money and wealth 

has given women power in their relationship with males. 

Reversely, we get opinions of Tanuja Chandra27 a 

Mumbai - based film-maker, and others who feel that the 

celebration of Women's Day is still a theoretician's fantacy. 

Manual issued by Director of Census Operations during 

February 2001 observes that West Bengal is lagging behind the 

All India figure in women's work-participation during the last 

three census operations (1971, 1981 and 1991). In 1991 rate of 

women's work participation in West Bengal was 11.25% as 

compared to the All India rate of 22.27%. The situation in 

Calcutta was even worse. Whereas rate of female literacy was 

as high as 75%, female work participation was low at only 

6. 91%. The manual writes that the low figure may be a result 

of the patriarchal social structure which tend to underestimate 
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the actual figure. Director of Census operations in West 

Bengal is highlighting the issue of women work participation 

in Census 2001 to get an accurate picture. Although the rates 

of women in economically productive labour was low during 

the last three Census operations but an upward trend is 

definite from the figures. 
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