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II'LIGES AND IMAGE TXKX3S: 

Some ~ n s i ~ h t s  from Work with Workiw Women 

What r e a l l y  is a woman's s e l f  image? Who a re  her image makers? 

When s imilar  questions were posed about' t he  i den t i t y  of the Indian woman 

o r  i n  the  ont text of my own work, about the i den t i t y  of the working 

vloman, I f e l t  equally l-dpless.  These, no douLt, are basic questions. 

How does a researcher l i k e  myself get t o  know about the iden t i ty  o r  

sel f  i m a p  sf  the ;:@..sons i.::<. :...:::~:::. ith? I r u s t  confess I had not e p n  

thought of these questions, not t o  speak of canvassing them, d i r ec t ly  

o r  ind i rec t ly  with my respondents, however basic they are. I was con- 

cerned about, o r  involved in ,  concrete s i tuat ions  of the l i v e s  I was want- 

i ng  t o  s'tudy ai&understam%. A l l  the same, i f  my part ic ipat ion i n  the 

seminax has t o  be useful i n  some way t o  those here who would be out i n  

the f i e l d  in ,  a very sho& time exploring basic questions, I should shase 

with you my experiences in the f i e l d  and the insights  of some relevance, 

I can o f f e r  on the basis of my f i e l d  work. 

I have divided the paper,.into three parts. I n  the first section, 

I draw upon my f i e l d  experience t o  make a fe"'&enerd 0 b S e ~ t i o n S  about 



the  conduct of f i e l d  w o r ~  i n  order f o r  i-L t o  be retrarding. I n  

the  second sect ion of the  paper, I highlight whet appea; t 9  me i.1- 

portant  concerns of the working wonan i n   lot^-income occupations. 

I n  the t h i r d  sec-tion, I lave attempted t o  give my ~rnderc,t.mding 

of the  working women's own perceptions on the basis of ng c8Vsema- 

t ions  of the l i v e s  of the women I have been s~tuclying. I er:?. up the 

paper with a few concluding observztions of  g e n e r a  nature. 

The f i e l d  s i t ua t i on  - 
F i r s t  of a l l ,  however relevant o r  1c::itimate our qxestions 

may appem to  us a t  the project  d e s i c  l eve l ,  tney take on an entiyely 

d i f f e r en t  dimension a-t the  f i e l d  level .  Some questions a re  too 

abs t rac t  t o  be even t ransla ted or  verbalised i n  a form to  be under- 

stood properly by the  respondent. LT any case, the  re:ipondent must 

be able t o  r e l s t o  hersel f  t o  the question before she i s  i n  a posit ion 

t o  answer i t  adequately. A response t o  a half-digested question i s  

worse than no response because it can lead cne t o u n w r a n t e d  

inferences. It cz=u:ot be over-emphasised why it i s  inportant f o r  an 

interviewer -lo get  proper answers t o  her questions. 



A major problem, I faced at the start of my f i e l d  work, arose 

when pract ical ly  every one of my respondents wo1.ild ask me two very 

pertinent questions$ (1) How an I going t o  benefit  by ?iswering 

your questions? (2) Why i s  it important f o r  you t o  unciersland ny 

problens, i f  nothing i s  going t o  cone of it? I had t o  t e l l  them in 

a l l  honesty tha t  there was very l i t t l e  tht they would gain by answering 

my queries, but tha t  I would gain considerably from understanding t h e i r  

situations. Prankly, this i s  eas i ly  sa id  than done. For your respm- 

dents t o  understand and appreciate this can sometimes take a l o t  of 

patience. But it is a ba r r i e r  t ha t  you must cross in  order f o r  go= 

to  make any headway i n  your work. Then, and then only, w i l l  you be 

able to  depend on honest serious response t o  your questions. 

Then there was another prvblem, par t icular ly  with the case study 

method. W i l e  one has t o  narrow down znd only choose a few households 

for  intensive study, the ones you did not v i s i t  must not be made t o  

feeJ that they did not matter much i n  your work, f o r  they do matter 

very much not  only because the a l ienat ion of the neighbours night 

well a l ienate  your d i r ec t  respondent but a l so  because t o  mderstmd 

the neighbourhood of your respor@.ent you may have t o  r e l y  on the 

neibbours f o r  information of d i r ec t  relevance t o  your work. 

Also, one has t o  be prepared t o  encounter any kind of reception 

when you first enter  a aspondent's house. In my case, where I have 

been mostly working with women workers from the lowest income strata 

of our society, I had t o  be prepared t o  face any l i n d  of s i tua t ion  f r o m  

total. mceptance t o  t o t a l  indifference, o r  ze jec t im.  Even on subsequent 



occasions, i.e., afCer you have broken the ice ,  one has t o  be prepared 

f o r  any si tuation.  You caxnot quite f i x  an appointment and ask your 

respondent t o  be f r ee  f o r  you a t  such cmd such'a time. N$eover, tiit? 

moment you gc to  a house, your presence i t s e l f  nay a t t r a c t  so much 

a t t en t ion  in the nc?i&bourhood, that  you, could have some ten  t o  twenty 

persons, c , . i ldren,  women and men ( i n  that  order, i n  terns of numbers) 

following you. I n  such a s i tuat ion,  how do you ask any personal 

questions? Privacy of conversation i s  unheard of i n  these houses, 

even otherwise. And s t i l l ,  there a r e  many matters, peoplc even i n  the 

poorest of houses, w i l l  not l i k e  t o  discuss except i n  utmost confidence. 

We have to , -  mnenber as remarch -rs that  whatever be the c lass  differences 

among our respondents, the interviewer i s  always an in t rucer  prying 

i n t o  the privntc l i ves  r? p q ~ l c .  While the r i ch  m e  scared tha t  you 

may get t o  know more of t h e i r  -..;fluencc then they want, the poor a r e  

embarrassed tha t  you may expose t h e i r  poverty. 

How does one gain zm entry point? 

)hen one wants t o  study a par t icu la r  householi o r  group of 

households, i t  would be worthwhile spending a few days t ryiq t o  know 

soc ia l ly  a few of the people i n  the  group. One has t o  decihe whether 

t o  make an entry from .the top o r  bottom. Most peoplc find i t  eas ie r  

t o  enter  from the top. Howcver, I wanted t o  ,-in access from lower 

ends. Let me i l l u s t r a t e .  When I wzs interested i n  studying a woman 

working as  construction labourer, I t r i ed  t o  ge t  t o  know various people 

who were i n  some my involved i n  construction. It i s  t lmugh them that  

I came upon the pmt icu laz  construction worker I ult imately chose f o r  



my in-depth investigations. Likewise, when I was stv.dvil?c a squatter 

settlement outside Trivandrvn c i ty ,  I t r ied f i m t  t o  r ec ru i t  a helper 

from the settlement i.tse1.f. She could wxve as an irrforii~n-t. as dl 

as zi contact point. I could a l so  c l i~ck  with her  the i n f m x t i o n  divulged 

to  me by ny respondents. Fca nore important, i t  w&:! To: m6 to  w2.er- 

sta2 through t h i s  helper the currents and cross-currents i n  the sett.1~- 

mcnt. I n  thc t h ~ e  f ishin2 vi l lages  wherc I have recently worked 2nd 

i n  the c o i r  and conatructlon industry w h r u  I worlced e a r l i e r  f o r  pro- 

f i l e s  of working women,. I had people from the same community helping 

me i n  my work. After a l l ,  what we exe intcrected i n  i s  not mechalical 

accuracy, but contextual r e l evcxe .  Wo e l se  c m  provi.de t h i s  except 

persons f rom witlen the same contfixt? 

Stmctu:;:in?: of interviews 
-A- 

I do not know i f  I .am makin% a new point, but I, ought to  share 

w i t h  you my experience on structured interviewing. I n  my f i e l d  work, 

I found i t  impossible to  c3nd.xct 3 s tmctured i n t m d e w  ilowevcr much 

I wcidd have l iked  t o  go on with it.' r?spondent is seldom on the 

same wave length a s  the intervicr.~m. Therefore, a question tha t  

seems log ica l ly  t o  follow t o  an interviewer from an csrrlier question 

nay appear most odrl t o  the  --spondent. I would .rather be led by the 

respondent's incl imtionc than my own. After d.1, you can alwrqs 

restructure the material you co l lec t  acdording t o  :rour'logic. kt 

while interviewing, l e t  the wind blow freely. Mien I interviewed 

my respondents, t h e i r  neighbours, re la t ives  o r  fr iends,  I haxi to  

constantly ren5n.d 6 s e l f  not t o  l e t  the lo&ic  of ny scheme of reoearch 



g e t  the  be t t e r  of m;.. There is ,  no doubt, . ..;!< i n  t l l is  mcthd c f  

u n s t r u c t ~ r e d  i n 5 c r v i c w i ~  of wasting one's t b c ,  bvt i n  my exper,iencc 

the  time thus spent i s  vcrji mrthwhilc. in the cilrl ,  ons s o t s  aiswars 

t o  all .the questions one wishes -lm r a i x  :.nd q~u-i;? ;:~tisfacto;.i?y. 

Structured interview.+, on the e ther  hand, rm the r i s k  of . j c n r i q  aw2y 

the rcspondente. If z d .  when t ? ~  respcndent cannot qui te  f ind an 

answer t o  a formal quesion, i t  may give her a sense of inzdequacy and 

i n  tk~e process of hiding tha t ,  the interviewer may end up ge t t ing  

wrsng mswers. 

h ~ o r t a n c e  of cast ing one's net  wide 

I would l i k e  a1.l-o t o  emphasise that. onc ?annot study a respondent 

i n  isolat ion.  One must observe her i n  her t o t a l  enviro~menl.. To give 

:A concrcte c ~ q l . - . .  i?? c-;.t:-r '6 ~t 3 wmp' e t e  p i ~ t u r e  of the  constru- 

c t i on  worker, I hah t o  obsorvc h m  i n  her C .liJy set t ing,  ;.t her work 

with her  f r ien to ,  and i n  the c o n m i t y  i n  addition t o  stuQPing her 

individual day t o  day house-keeping and other  ac t iv i t i e s .  Tnus, one 

has t o  ca s t  one's net  wide around the respondent and her  , t o t a l  environment 

i n  order t o  understand and r e l a t e  her  and her  b e h r i o u r  pxttern. My 

conversa.tions with the women workers I have &died a c q u i r ~ d  z f u l l e r  

meaning f o r  me only when I had observed each i n  her  t o t a l  environment. 

does one accomplish the above? I went t o  the varicus work 

places t o  observe the construction worker at  work d o n g  :&th her'fzmalo 

and male colleagues. This gaveher a c l ca r  idea of how she dressed t o  



t o  her work place, with vhon she socialissd, '  flvm whom shc took 

orders, and what s o r t  of psychic and physical problems shs face8 c ~ t  

the wozk s i tuat ion.  I would. a l so  acconpny her  >!hen she uent shopping 

t o  get an idea of where :she would shop, how she shopped, f o r  how cwch 

and from whom. I could thus watch her interact ion with ol;he:ca. Often 

there was no need t o  ask questions. It was encughk5 obscrvc?. When 

I was studying the agr ioul tural  labourer, I found tha t  she had problem 

buying on credit .  So I went t o  meet the shopkeeper with xhom she had 

r e g d z r  dealings t o  find out what went wrcng. Virtually, an intet- 

viewer shadows her  respondent during all her  ac t iv i t i es .  A t  thz same 

time ahe must not intrude or. hor ac t iv i t i e s .  This approach of cast ing 

ono's net  wide i s  &at I found most useful i n  P I  f i e ld  work. It 

hclpzd !!~c c lso @in some insi.zhts i n to  the psyche c*f' .my responclcntr. 

On the basis of the work I have done with working women from 

various low-income occupations, I sha l l  now try t o  share with you the 

innights I hczve gained m impur-bat issues  of relevance to  us i n  this 

seminar. I sha l l  deal with these issues  under three major headings: 

(A) Problems i n  a farnily; (B) Problems i n  w ~ r k ;  ard (c) Problems 

i n  the conmunity. While discussing these issues,  I shall draw principalljy 



upon i l l u s t r a t i o n s  from the l i v e  biograplues I have m i t t e n  of 

such womcn i n  7.0- Profi lcc  i .  Female F o e .  !Jl 3 c .  f i v e  walen I 

studied had hxshands who were en:?.eed i n  casual w q e  labors. The 

r ~ i o u l t u r a l  l a b o ~ r e r  i s  married -50 a man who i s  a tmok 1o::dsr and 

the brick :,orIcert~ husband i a n  a boatma-. bu-L he has b x n  rri-tkout 

work f o r  several years nov. The ccnct lvct ior~ worker's hasband also 

worked on ccnsti-uc t ion  s i t e s  as  an anski l led hacld but she ha:> been 

deseeed  f o r  some years now. The woman c c i r  worker i s  married t o  an 

a m i c u l t u r a l  labourer and the .fish vendor's husband has beeli a coolie 

fisherman, i.e., one who doe:: not lmve a boat of his own, b ~ t  i s  not 

working any inore because of ill. h ? j l t h .  I n  taking to  work, outs id^ 

the hmse  these women have f 11 ablc t o  reduce %he number ~f days the 

household @es wikout any income altcgethpr. Though the f i v e  women 

s tudiea by me 'cLre an6,& i.2 d i f e r e n t  occupations, the &rpe of work 

opcn to them i s  uneki l l .4 ,  1: -envnrratjvr and c:-haustin@. 

(i) -- I k r i t a l  Ins tab i l i ty  

A s  I go back w e r  rp case stud<es, it. i s  cl.car Lo me that the 

basic  economic prohlcm of shaer survival and da.y tb da~~3- exi'atence i s  

.the most presning i s m e ,  women from the strata, I have studied, face. 

M e e d ,  the women I studiic? took to  work invari$blybecause e i t he r  

t h e i r  husbands had intermit tent  incomes or  they were not there t o  

support them. If they were not deed, they had desertcd the wife 

children. And, s t i l l  t o  say so would be t e l l i n g  the most obvious. 



Given the basic economic problem, one of the most d i f f i c u l t  

and spreading problem -women from low-income households seem t o  face 

i s  t h a t  of being a sir?@ parent, i n  e f fec t  i f  not a lso i n  l e t t e r .  

On the ornotional side,  mazy working mothccs m e  burdened cn-th the hml 

responsibi l i ty  of caring f o r  thc children, both physically and e ~ o t i o n a l l y ,  

single-handedly. One often came across women deserted, divorced o r  

separated, by t h e i r  men, even \.hen the m a r r i q e  had properly been. 

solemnised. Where a l l iances  are  of the commgn law ty-pa, desertions 

seem t o  be s t i l l  more common. With the mnawz of dew entering cven 

l o w  income g~oups ,  more and more &-Is from these hoilseholds enter into  

common l e v  d l i m c e s .  This furt ' lcr qg rava te s  the s i tua t ion  and intro- 

duces greater  i n s t a b i l i t y  i n  turn. I n  common l a w  b ~ e  of a l l iu lces ,  

the @lationships 1~13 to  I;,; f raci l ;  and women have t o  take care of 
respons ib i l i t i es  even e a r l i e r  than i s  the case of 
regular l ,  narried women. A l l  t l  thrce d a u g h t ~ r s  cf the brick worker I 

studied, &d also her  pand daushters have entered . in to  cornon law 

type of all iances i n  recent years. The son of the iy-ricultural labourer 

I have stuc'ied has a l so  brought i n  a common l a w  w i f o .  I have m.tched 

a number of thesc a l l iances  bredc. I n  cases where thc f i r s t  marriage 

was a formal one but it; fa i led ,  which of ten secns t o  happen a f t e r  two 

o r  thrce children,  the subsequent all iances are  common law relationships 

entered by both wen vlcl women. I n  my more recent work with fisherwomen 

from h a y a  Hindu and Latin Catholic households, I hcve noticed tha t  

marriages tend. to  be f a r  more s table  among the Latin Catholics, t h a ~  

pong the  Hindus of comp~.sable economic class.  



(ii) Comiitment t o  the Family; 

I n  three out of f i ve  f a r d i e s  studied, the working woncn 

i s  now the pr incipal  a a n e r .  ' The construction worker hac been 

deserted by her husband fo r  several years now. Ber grown up son, who 
I 

has had eight  years of schooling, has still .to get  s e t t l ed  dcwu to  

work. Her daughter, i n  her  ear ly  teens, has ge t  -to s t a r t  going out 

t o  work. Tfie brick worker's husband has r e t i r e d  from his work an 

a bo,atmen. Her gown up sons md  daughters a r e  ~ r r i e d  a d  l iv ing  

separately with t h e i r  own families. The ,-own up unmarried daughter 

earns her  own keep and also saves a littp f o r  her naxriage. The 

f i s h  -endor's l~ushand has not gone out f i sh ing  because of ill health 

but at l e a s t  two out of her f i v e  sons m i g h t  soon start e x n i n g  the i r  
son, 

keep. lim - "  --.L-u w k r :  been t o  school, however, prove? a l i a b i l i t y  

beoa;je he would not d i r t y  h : hands and clothe- doing fishing or  

m y  other manual work. The other two s m s  are too young t o  take t o  

work. k l e  t21e g-rom up married b u g h t e r  i.: looking d x r  her  o m  

family, the girl  still i n  her ear ly  teens i s  occupied f u l l  time doing 

-the household chores when the-mother is  out vending f ish.  So for. 

these three families,  erLstence i t s e l f  w i l l  be problematic i f  our 

p r i n c i p d  respondent were not working. They a re  the rxlnstay of their 

families. In the other two families, i.e., of the a@-cultural labourea 

and the co i r  wo=kor, the husbands are f u l l y  involved i:? work and aze 

contributing t o  the upkeep of the family. 

If one were t o  judge the commitment of these women t o  the 

fainilv by the proporticn of t h e i r  wage or  da i ly  earnings whick-they take 

back home and compared i t  with what t h e i r  husbads  contributed when they 



were earning and-living with t h - m ,  womfr's commitment i s  c lear ly  

stronger tinan n~en' s. Women inv,ariably brought back home a greater  

proportion of t h e i r  wzse than t h e i r  man. 

S t i l l  aaother way of judging the comm2tment %woould be 

the readiness to  take ug any job. Thxs while women iiere pre;?ared to  

t&e up job when there was no work available i n  t h e i r  own occu- 

pation,. men generally tended to s t i c k  to  t h e i r  own occupation. While 

the agr icul tural  labourt-r took up jobs i n  constr t~ct ion and brick 

making, her husband would. only do loading and unloading of trucks. 

In the sense of at-tachment to  the children d s o ,  the wonen's: 

commi-lment is  stronger t h a ~  men's. I n  the fevi cases of desertion I 

came across i n  the course of these s h  - i e s  m n  have almost dways 

moved out leaving the childrer, t o  the care of the mother. 

(iii) Namgiw: the Household 

Regardless of whether the working woman herself  heads the 

household o r  not, she has t o  shoulder the responsibility of not only 

providing thc household with wherewithal but a lso  doing prac t ica l ly  

unaided the household chores. I n  practica1l.y a l l  We households I 

studied,:pot only do wo~king women have t o  do f u l l  t h e  paid work 

outside the house, but a lso they attend to  the d a i l : ~  choreo of the 

house l i k e  cooking, cleaning and taking care of children. Where they 

have g i r l s ,  they witlkiraw them.from school t o  help with chores a t  

home. Only the c o i r  worker did not withdraw her'tvo @ r l s  from school. 



( iv )  Aspirations for ,  t& children's  marriage 

Apart from the basic problem of f e e d i q  and clothing ckildren, 

one thing tha t  came out repeatedly was the tremendous concern of 

parents,  par t icu la r ly  motiierc, t o  she l tc r  t h e i r  children a s  f 3 3 -  a s  

possible from the bad influences of the cnvironment i n  which they were 

l i v i n g  and growing up. Whatever e l se  t h i s  concern might be said to  

r e f l e c t ,  i t  a-,pears to  me tha t  i t  was, to  a very large extent, conditiond 

both by the experience thcse women have themselves undt.r~onc as also by 

the  expenrience of t h e i r  neighboi&s, re la t ives  o r  fr iends.  They did 

not  approve of the slum culturd,  and i t s  various maiifestations,  even 

though they were forced to  be -- 1st o f  t h e i r  c u l t u ~ p .  

r e  . * ! - . ,, ., . ~'. .- r L A  I 3i;ildicd) went t o  great lengths to  

confin. her teenage dauyliter I thin the four wai:: of thei.r hut. S h e  

would not l e t  the claughter take up work cutcide bccause of the f ac t  

t h a t  she would cons i n   ont tact with men. Nor would shc allow the g i r l  

t o  move about f r ee ly  i n  the neighbourhood. She was very concerned that 

her  daughter shou.ld not come i n  contact with undesirable ; , o w  men of 

the.  settlement b e c a ~ s e  sliewts afra id  tha t  one of ' h e  boys would entice 

her  i n to  a comon law type of relationship and spoi l  har cliar.c,es for  

a proper marriage. She wanied the daughnter -to get  prbperly married, 

oven though such marriage meant now-*days an arranged dowry marriage s, 

cost ing iis.10,OOij just  as  a s table  job f o r  her  son meant greasing the 

palm of the union boss t o  more o r  l e s s  the same tune. Stable narriap 

f o r  the g i r l  and s table  job f o r  the boy came out. her main concerns 
ear? 

and botn meant exchange of lar,a sums of mo # y much beyand her  
~ u s S & ~ d s  



capacity. 

Those who h a w  reail ny - ,rofi lo of the womw. ?onstmction 

worker w i l l  r e ca l l  tha t  s h ~  cmc? from .I weavirg far5l.y. 3'0:- her, 

taking t o  constructi.iin vcri.: ;q:>.s it:;c.lf pcssibl:. a i:om t5c2wn. It i s  

quite possible t o  argue, t f i e r e f~ re ,  t ha t  her aspirations a 1  concerns 

f o r  her daughter are  not q ~ ~ i t i .  the sam as they woull: be f o r  other 

women c@nstmct ion workers. 

This brings me t o  the = i c d t u r a l  labourer I st,u&?ed. I n  

several ways, the. ~ g r i c u l t w . n l  lzbourer was the opposite 9 the 

constn~ct ion worlcer 7: rtucliect, The c m s t m c t i o n  worker \-as always 

complaining ahout t jengs whereas the ~ lg r l cu l tu ra l  lahour.?r was an em- 

bolinent of happy resi,-r.z'Am of things. ?E . i l s  the constmction 

workir wrts aggressively i;rc-;c-t.lye c f  ih;ei chilcren, pwt i cv l a r ly  

girln, the agriculi;ural la.bourer gave no such indicatioli in  her d a .  

to day concerns. S-ti i l ,  the w i c u l t u r a l  labourer tumerl out t o  be i n  

a p c a t e r  hurry to  get  her  under%@ dauchter narried. The moment 

they found out a " s~u tab le"  boy f o r  her,  the g i r l  wzs  narried off even 

though it n c m t  proini::ing dowry beyon(? t h e i r  moms. U t e r  the mariage,  

quarrels over non-fulr"ilm~?nt cf the dowq proirLsc seen t o  have driven 

the g i r l  t o  actu2.1 suicide. My jrrofile of the  agr icul tural  labouzer 

does not ment ionei ther  the rnarriage or  th6 suicide. Both happened 

a f te r  I had m i t t e n  cut my story. h a i n ,  men thou& the brick worker 

has allowed her daughters t o  enter  i n to  c o m m  law type al l iances ,  she 

make? no secret; t ha t  she just  accepted tlgngs slnd events as  they came 

by bacause what she considered proper was oi3gly beyond her  reach. 



. 
She f e l t  hers  wa; a ilopeless case. XI': h ~ r  aspirations f o r  her 1:kLlden 

were no d i f fe ren t  tilnn those of Yne more a r t i c d n + e  ;-;l;lrtictio? wo?lrr;r. 

Aftcr all, the brick worker's second 3011 vent i n  f o r  a domy n?ar.:i<age 

w i t h  the f u l l  approvd of .his mc~i:li.--r and father.  

ht is the inage tilei. 212 so012 t o  k v e  of a proper rnazriage 

close t o  r e a l i t y ?  The cons txc t ion  worker who, as I said before, w a s  

most a r t i cu l a t e  on the subject  of her  dzu&terts marrigge9t!3.0Ugi:.she 

hers  i f  
/e ra&er%appy experience i n  the so-called proper m-iage. ?.er 

husband d+imateLy walked o'.zt on 'ltr occause the f u l l  amcunt p r ~ n i s e d  

as dowry a t  t he  time of her mmri,rc had not bean paid. Here, cne has 

possibly .i: make a re1r;tivc e-m?.~ iion i n  tha+ w h i l i .  proper m x ~ i a g e s  

may end u;, i n  f ~ l & e ,  the oha1:ces of f a i l u r e  .rrs f e l t  t o  he e-ren greater 

What i s  eviclen+ hexe i s  +h t  women per::.st i n  maintairung f-dl- 

fledged a l legLaiLu LU uumelitional~ norms though they may not -1e i n  a 

, p o s i t i o n  t o  adhere Lo it sati.sfnctdri1.y. The a t tachmnt  t o  tile idea 

that l i f e  long n;a:lrin-,? .is the  o n l ]  de-irabj~p wzy'of l i v i n g  comes out 
. . 

r a the r  shmply. FLurtherfi~orc, it wul? appear tha t  this attnr.hment t o  

t he  idea l  w a s  =Gated. not by ->he m?;~t-ion t o  do as people of be t te r  

socio-economic status 'hut t o  @in approval within t h e i r  o m  m u p .  Since . 
they l i v e  i n  more o-c l e s s  homo~~nous @T?ioups belonging t o  the  same socic- 

'economic c lass ,  t h y  ap2e.m t o  be more concerned with gettin,; t he  

approval of t h e i r  own gcodp ra ther  than o: the la rger  society. The 

a m i c u l t u r a l  worker wani.sc'. t o  show the construction worker tna t  she too 



conformed t o  the sac values of a proper m a ~ ~ i a g e  f o r  her daughter. 

It i s  onl:r the brick worker who, knowing tha t  she could not l i v e  

upb it,  had t o  develop other psychclogical refer,-nces t o  be able 

to  cope with the eixsing conditions. 

B; Problems i n  Work 

Before we t a l k  about the kind of problems th-y face in  the 

wcrk s i tuat ion,  we must remember tna t  work i t s e l f  creates problems f o r  

most women in t h i s  category. To m y  women from these households freedom 

aeans release from outsi6e work, taking care of t h e i r  own homes and 

having more time t o  spend with t h e i r  children. 

For t ;ose  who axe driven to  work, f o r  one reason o r  another, 

the problem are  iuiiny. h o r i  tllesa, the most impprtant seem to  be: 

(i) arduous nature of work i t s e l f ,  

(ii) lack  of regular i ty ,  

(iii) relegation t o  the lowest rung ofh ie ra rchy ,  and 

(i.1 shortness of working l i f e .  

(i) Arduous nature of Work 

I n  most occupations, where women workers a r e  employed, the 

nature of work open t o  them i s  messy and strenuous. I n  construction, 

we all know tha t  they are  involved i n  ear th  work, o r  h e d o a d  transpor- 

tat ion of heavy grani te  stones, bricks, concrete o r  cement bags. Though 

the r i sk  of accident i s  there,  litfie protection i s  assu_+ed. The conStru-, 

ction worker I studied had a t  l e a s t  two serious accidents within a 

short span of four years. The work of the brick worker i s  equally strenuous 



and messy. Carting 40 or  50 ki los  of clay "r. burned bricks over her head 

and n e w t i a t i n g  rough t e r r a in  or  congested mads,\i8.n0 easy job. In 

apllicultua-it, 3 ~ ~ . l l t  standing i n  slush f o r  hours on oud, when -%c- 

agr icu l tura l  worker was engaged i n  transplnnting or  woeding. ! h e  

same kind of marshy surroundings form the environment f o r  c o i r  worker 

The b a r e f o o t  f i s h  vendor had to  walk long distaxces wPkh wate? dropping 

al l  over her from the f i s h  basket she carr ied over her head. The brick 

worker, once when she \ a s  in a re f lec t iv?  mood declare6 "what h e  are  

our heads for ,  except car t ing  loads". 

(ii) Job Irre,qularitg 

Though work i s  so hard and messy f o r  women, i t  i s  s t i l l  not 

easy f o r  them to  get  job easily.  Even when they get  a job, it i s  

not available on a r e m a r  basis ,  e i t h m  because work i t s e l "  i s  of a 

seasonal nature as i s  ;he case with agr icul tural  operations o r  i t  

changes i t s  locat ion from time t o  time as  i s  thc case in construction 
of work a t  

where when work s i t e  changesawLtahili%janother work s i t e  i s  uncertain. 

My construction worker has t o  keep in the good books of mcre than one 

ITistri so tha t  when she loses  job with one, she c q  go t p  the other. 

Gaining entry t o  a work s i t e  i s  always a problem. S t i Q  -hen  the 

monsoon i s  on, there  i s  l i t t l e  work. Worse i t  i s  when there i s  a 

slump !in industry. I n  recent years work ava i l ab i l i t y  has depended 

on the ava i l ab i l i t y  of cement. When the industry i t s e l f  i s  i n  doldrums 

all  workers a r e  i n  d i f f icu l ty .  But in my studies,  I found thz t  women 

axe at a par t icu la r  disadvantage. They are  always m n r g i n a l  in the 

in dust^-. They a re  thrown out first and taken on l a s t .  .Male prejudice 



seems t o  surface the moment t he  going becomes hard. 

(iii) Permanently lowlx 

Doesn't matter what job women of the occupational groups I 

have studied hold, they seem t o  be stuck t c  the save t j ye  of work 

for  dl t h e i r  working l ives .  l l ~ e r e  ex i s t s  jus t  no avenue of making 

a be t te r  w e .  This is t rue ir. : ~ i c u l t m e ,  construction, coir ,  

brick-miking and f i3h  vending. '"en can look forward t o  becoming masons 

one day; I have never come across a woman mason in whole l i f e .  My 

construction worker is  one of the most i n t e l l i gen t  and perceptive women 

I have ~ e t ,  but she has remainea a lowly unskilled worker all adult l i f e .  

When she was a child,  she wcrked on loons fir a pittance, but then things 

went sou- ~m.d tk+ ~ ~ n r l a .  was closed to  her. Wnen she became an adul t ,  

she st: -terl work as a c o n s t n x  '.on worker and she continues t o  be the 

same a f t e r  20-25 y e a s .  

( iv)  Short Worlcinr: Life  

Not only does childhood 1.ast f o r  a very short  span of l i f e  f o r  

these women who a re  compelled t o  take u p  vbrk but a lso t h e i r  working 

l i f e  does not l a s t  long. I n  order to  do hard work day in and day out 

on meagre existence, one docs not remain physically fit, f o r  many years, 

i t  appears. Old age descends on them p re t ty  early. Women workers can get .Q 

jobs i n  construction only between 20 and 40; a f t e r  40 it a l l  de?enas on 

how well preserved a woman i s  ccnsidered t o  be by the Mistry m ~onst?.iotion 

contractor who takes her  on. The same is possibly t rue  f o r  men also,  but 

what i s  in te res t ing  i s  t ha t  when men cannot fin* work any longer they 





If s t i l l  women go f o r  construction work, it i s  beczuse circumstances 

compel them. Though the community i n  which the women 1j.ve r e c o ~ i s e s  

that due t o  economic pressures they have t o  take to  r.rn-rk autside the 

house and t h a t  too i n  the compaw of men other t:-ar. t h e i r  own k i t h  ancl 

kin, this is a t  the saae t i ne  considered as a departure from the COE- 

ventional standards of bchaviour which obtain f o r  woroen aqd is therefore 

considered a negative aspect of such women. Thcir in te rac t ion  with 

other m n  at work sit- oqoscs  them t o  r i sks ,  suspicions and loos3 talk. 

Thc.ir so-called economic independence is,  thcreforc, a mztter nci thcr  

for community aplomb, nor of sclf-satisfaction.  Is it any wonderlthat 

these wc-xm do not look forward t o  t h e i r  daughters t o  work out- 

side the house? Though tho f a c t  tha t  a woman i s  not working i n  e f fec t  

woulri ~ c s ~ X %  3lozinl . : .?1cr confLfihncc, frcedon and say i n  thc hcuschold 

m 2 t t e ~ * . u t  she gains the accept-we from the comini ty  because of 

the fac t  that  she i s  m a r r i d  t o  a m a n  who can afford t o  kcep he r  at 

homc, seems %more than cornpensa-be. 

What  i s  my understanding of the working womcn's own perception? 

Usually, these women a m  so involved i n  c o ~ i n g  with day t o  day cxistcnce 

thcy seldom have a froe moment t o  think, look b z k  o r  fo r th  m d  find 

out or  explain what keeps .thorn at t h e i r  l eve l  of existence. Thcir 

problcmv of the moment takc up J1 t h e i r  f r ee  time. I n  my f i e l d  



experience I found tha t  the reason they a re  unable t o  answer what we 

consider as  major questions of cause and e f fec t  i s  tha t  they have never 

applied t h e i r  minds t o  such questions. When we r a i s e  with them Such 

questions d i r ec t ly  t h e j  a r e  surprised a t  our lack of understanding. 

This does not mean, however, t ha t  we c m o t  draw inferences from the 

host  of information that we collected otherwise. The inportant 

t h m g  then i s  t o  be c l ea r  about w h a t  we a re  looking for.  

Fatalism o r  ra t iona l i sa t io r?  

The brick worker who was somewhat more a r t i cu l a t e  than others, 

s a id  t o  me.once: "M,  look a t  ily f a t e ,  every s ingle  day I have to  

sweat t o  earn rqy livelihood. I don't know where the next day's b r e d  

w i l l  cone from. !This i s  g ppunihnent. Ho.. e l se  can you explain i t ?"  

She did not blame the , soc ie ty  f o r  condenning her  to  such existence nor 

thc  f an i ly  which forced her i;o gu 3.0% to  c a n  a livelihood nor even the 

industry  which squeezed out a l l  tha t  she had t o  offer,  givm her vir- 

t u a l l y  nothing i n  return., Nct tha t   he could ,not conceive of ;.. con- 

d i t i on  which i s  be t te r ,  but she- she wculd not r ea l i ze  it. 

Knowing tha t  she was helpless she had to  condition herself  m-d adapt 

t o  the  reCal i t ies  ~f the si tuation.  

f i l e  the  construction worker sees her  pr-blens i n  terns  

la rge ly  of an irresponsible husband and an unhelpful Bnily, the  low 

cas t e  agr icu l tura l  labourer blanes nobody, not even f o r  the death of 

he r  youthful danghter. Tte Latin Catholic f i s h  vendor does not have 

the s t rength even t o  ask her grown up e ldcs t  son go out and work. 

so that with her husbaml  total;^ unsuited f o r  wolb there can be sonc 



addition t o  the family income. So lorig as I have szne strength i n  no, 

I shdll k m p  the f i r e  burning i n  njr kitchen. Whztt'haPpens thereaf ter ,  

I just do not know". 

Only the c o i r  worker who <,as bent on seeing her daughters 

tirough sc:10a1 f e l t 9  t ha t  t:~e society, thc State  i n  par t icu la r ,  was 

to ta l ly  unhelpful t o  those whir wmt t o  help thensclves. But she h~ad 

participated i n  the c o i r  workors' struggle against  nechanisati3n cf 

coir defibring a struggle that was not so d t o g e t h c r  unsuccessful, th:~ugh 

a l i f e  or  two were l o s t  i n  tho c;urse of the  stwgle. 

Could we say tha t  barring the c o i r  worker the others were being 

f a t a l i s t i c?  I ncf sure. All the f i ve ,  including the c o i r  worker, 

!~a.ring tnbiri t o  wsrk , ~ l l t s j a ~  Clm h ~ u s e  azc c l e a l y  'ttenpting t o  inprove 

the i r  s i tna t ion  tr  the extent t h e i r  circunstances p e m i t  then. So 

thcll acccpt~~~c-cc of fatic&xt kc ,~..ro~L,c.red . ' . passive. Also, the f a c t  
. . 

that they contribute to  the naintenmcc ~f t i leir  fas.ily, imdequatc 

jt nay be even frou t h e i r  o m  angle, nust be giving then sone 

sense ~f sat isfact ion.  Tne f m t  that evon the f i s h  vendor, who i s  

otwriwru ;LLtsgcti~er overwllelrd by hcr  adverse s i tuat jon,  plans "to 

xcep the f i r e  burningrt i n  her  kitchen sllcws tha t  shc does not consider 

herself d t o z e t h e r  h ~ l p l o s s .  The S ~ L - ~ C  i s  t rue of the agoing brick 

worker. A t  the sand t i n e  t h y  soen t o  have a. f ~ a i r l y  r e d i s t i c  assess- 

nent of w h a t  l.im outside of t h e i r  reach. The brick w#;rkcr knows 

very well that nei ther  she nor her  dn@ters woul6 graduate t o  nodcling 

of bricks. That is n ncmrs job. &en tho c o i r  worker seeus t o  

r e d i s e  that the prevail ing e i v i s i ~ n  of ro les  between non an& wonen 



i s  d i f f i c u l t  t o  undo. But given tile ccn t ; t r ,~ iu t s ,  they are  all 

endeavouring t o  do sonethaing about t h e i r  respective si tuation.  So 

they cannot be dismissed as f a t a l i s t s .  R e d i s t s ,  yes. 

Re l ig ios i ty  

Ekcept f o r  the c o i r  riorlcsr, i n  all the cases I have sc  far 

studied,  ny respondents have been intensely religious. Even the coir  

worker cannot'be described a s  irreligious though she does display 

n mind  of her  own. I n  the f i sh ing  vi l lages ,  where I have l a t e l y  bem 

working with Hindu nnd Christian h~useholds ,  the nost inportant o r  

t h e  bes t  spot i n  the house i s  reserved as a prayer rzon. Prayers 

a r e  offered q u l a r l y  bo t l  norning ancl evening and vows ancl pilgrine.ges 

undertaken without exception. 

Even tll.x@ thc >;-i':k ziccr I stuc?icd could not afford the 

expense, she had no courage t o  stop her t ~ c n w  son t o  take par t  in 

a tenple 'celebrat ion because she was a f ra id  that, things would becone 

even nore d i f f i c u l t  f o r  her  i f  the  gods @. e s t r C w d .  A t  l e a s t  i n  

a hard and d i f f i c u l t  world, re l igion a2pcars, r igh t ly  o r  wroq'y, t o  

give kl~ese wonen some solace a d  confort. Glhy does a poor person not 

rebel  against  re l igion? Tkis question has ye5 t o  be answered d e q w  

tely .  But one docs not hzve t o  gv N1 the w~ay with Marx t o  recognize 

t h a t  i t  serves t o  p rmide  a s o r t  of psychological prop i n  having t o  

face  up t o  advebe  economic circunstances day a f t e r  day. A t  the sane 

t i n e l  one nust  guard @st overstating the influence o r  the hold 

of religion.  A l l  ny respond.ents were, as I said intensely religious, 



but that Lid not stop theu fror? doing t l u q s ,  which they lrncw werc 

disapproved cf by t h e i r  religion.  The fisherwornri went z h u d  and p b  

her dauzhter narr ied evcn thmgh the Parish p r i e s t  would not so le~mize  

it. Her hus58,nrl urdcrwent vasectmy. The constructicn wcrkcr under- 

w m t  ator:lisation md  st? did  the daughters c f  the  brick w r k e r  

urllen .they f e l t  tha t  havinq uore chil&ren would only aid t o  t h e i r  

d8ily probleci sf existence. They did not wait f o r  re l igious approvjl. 

The two inportant things i n  t h e i r  decision t o  got sterilize?. we're 

f i r s t l y  that  s t e r i l i z a t i o n  was ccnsidered safe  and eocondly that 

further adclition t o  fedlily s i z e  was not C;lnsidered necessary. Religion 

did m t  pronote the  i r l a  of fan i ly  p l m u w  but it #-?.id not cone i n  

i ts way either. If i n  s p i t e  of a11 t h e i r  e f for t s  they fail i n  t h e i r  

lives, which i s  oftcn the case, r e l i g i r n  i s  n way of con iw  t o  terns  

with the &mk r e a l i t i e s  of l i ce .  It is  a m y  out to  k e q  one's sanity. 

Chnwini: aspirations 

Since nost uf the po j r  wonen l i v e  i n  a s o r t  of honogenous 

neighbourh~od they 3.m surrounded by pecrplo i n  sinilar c+ononic c i r -  

cunstances. When I havc spokcn of cornunity i n  t h i s  paper, I havi- 

uscd the word i n  this narrow sense. Thoy m n t ,  first and forenost, 

t o  zet, md kecp thi- zppr:>val md  respect f r d t h e i r  irmedizte nei&- 

bourhood rather  thn the lm-r s<x ie ty .  Their posi t ive  m r l  n e p t i v e  

inage nakers conc f i r s t  f ron there ancl only then fron elsewhere. 

But that does nat  ne.m tha t  things were s t a t i c  because connunities, 

in  the narrow sense uscd here, are  constantly changing t h e i r  visions. 

Let ne re la te  a l i t t l e  s tory which seens t o  have sone b e a r i w  on these 



questions. Quite recently, I nskcd the c o n ~ : m c t i c n  worlcer, the 

n o s t , i n t e l l i ~ e n t  of dl ny respondents, i f  she c s d d  point out t ,2 ne 

one f an i ly  tha t  shc would want to  be l i k e  o r  enulate. Shc replied 

t c ?  ne thus: I'In ny nnoighbourh-,od there is, as  you lmorr, a f m i l y  

with two sc~ns i n  thc Gulf; thcy .sc c.v-pnters and they l i v e  well. 

But what i s  the use of ~y w a n t i r q  to  be l i k e  then? I canna-L z f f o d  

all  the expense I n e d  t o  incur t o  send ny son t o  the Gulf." Fvidentally 

she has b u i l t  aspira t ions  and thcsc aspirztions have un&crpne change. 

Ear l ie r ,  when she sent her  son t o  learn  car +rivin;;, she hapcd to  h m  

h i n  fixed i n  a r e m a r  job r e q u i r h g  sk i l l .  Lztcr when that  Lid not 

seeu t o  wcrk, she decided t c  look fljr a job f o r  her son i n  a lcca l  factom 

even though the suns needed wcrc bcyon6 the innedi&e reach. ?!ow, 

she has heard of the Gulf, though she i s  not sure that  the possibi l i ty  

is r e d i s a b l c  Thcre .is. c l e d y  a c c r t a i n  djmmics of f m a t i o n  a d  

change in a ~ ~ t i o n a .  

Concludiw Observations 

I -neve r  raisod w i t h  rly respondents. questions ained,..directly 

o r  . indirectly,-  at ascm?hining the i r .  s e l f  h ~ e ' . ~ . k h e i r  imge.znkers. 

Still,-I cannot -say that.,. on the basis af t n e - i n f o m a t i o n - I  g t h e r e d  

on the-persons .I studied- in t3opth, 'certain--judgenents c a m t  -be  

forncd- on theseTmttcrs. I k v e  s p ~ k c n  of- the . ideals the t  they aspire 

fop. What they nre  looking f o r  is ' s tabi l i ty .  i n .  t ha i r  mriM l i v e s ,  

a sense of s e c ~ i t y -  i n  t h e i r  econontc incijnes.md.respcctability 

i n  . their .mKNnity.  Wonen I have s tud ieda re -  no where 'within reach 



af these ideals.  1U1 the sa le ,  one can forn a judgment of tha 

sor t  of i d e d  they ssen t o  be working fo r ,  ezch ir.  !~rr  d m  my. 'Ele 

ract  tha t  i n  actual  l i f e  husbm?s ten[: t o  desert  wonen i n  t h e i r  nest  

c r i t i c a l  periods does not prevent wonen f ron  yelirniw f o r  a stablo 

n i  One reascin fee the prafercnce ftir 2 yropcrly soleimized 

carriage over a cornon law type of a l l i ,uce  f o r  t h e i r  daughters 

i s  altogether actuated by thr' single-cinded =suit of the icea l  

of ' s t ab i l i t y  i n  n a r r i  Having a nan m o w 3  the house, even i f  he 

i s  not working, lends the household a sense of securi ty  'mrl respect* 

b i l i t y  i n  tile coimunity. 

When we cork t o  the qic-.stion of work, while the idc~zl  rcnains 

fo be one of not workiw outsi2o the house, par t icu la r ly  when i t  ceans- 

working -.$ith m n ,  u ~ l k  if wed-i:;, cannot be avoided beczuse cf t h s  pre- 

sures . ~ f  the  econonic s i h n t i .  1, then the idenl  !iich mrking wonen 

l i k e  t o  s t r i v e  f o r  is  t o  have r c p l n r  steady jobs f o r  thenselves. 

I f  they cLannot h o p  t o  have steady jobs bringinx re&uJar incone, a t  

l eas t  t h e i r  nenfolk should t r y  f o r  then. I n  f a c t ,  the idea of a. 

steady, r e d m  job fo r  t h e i r  nenf'olk i s  something that dl wonen 

look f o r  r e b e l e s s  of wbether o r  not wonen themselves m e  foroed out 

of the house of work. What could lend a greater  sense of econouc 

security and s t a b i l i t y  than a reguhls steady job? But i t  i s  fo r  t h e i r  

nen that  women seen to  seek the advmcenent of this idea l  f i r s t  Lmulc? 

forenost. Rightly o r  wrongly, even wonen who have not been well served 

by t h e i r  nen do not seen t o  s t r i k e  mother  path, they of ten 

the i r  marital i n s t a b i l i t y  t o  tho lack  of steady jobs and r e g d m  

incomes of t h e i r  nen. 



Jus t  as the  ideals  need not be pernmcnt, so a l so  the 

self-incage, because the l a t t e r  i s  la rge ly  an asseswent of one se l f  

i n  re lh t ion  t o  the ide'il. I f  2 success i n  one's nmch towards one's 

ide,d means an ~dvance f o r  one's se l f  irnge,  a f a i l u re  should hwe 

the o ~ p o s i t e  effec-t. Also, if idea ls  are  a d v a n c ~  f a s t e r  than one's 

a b i l i t i e s  t o  a t t a i n  then se l f -haze  should suffer  i n  the process. 

Unfortunately, with the generally regressive bias of what l i t t l e  

eccno~lic promess the country has ~ch ieved  since Independence, the yoor 

h w e  h<d nore f a i l u re s  than successes, md  poor worlen have had the 

worst of i t  a l l .  So the s e l f  image of the poor wonen i n  India nay well 

be at i t s  lowest ever. 
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