Devaki Jain
Employment: a first lifeline for women amongst thepoor

There are a wide range of issues that the ideagpalicies related to women’s work
throw up. There are questions like: What is work®ddmestic work such as child care,
cleaning, cooking (the 3 C’s) work? Is work whishniot paid to be considered as work?
Amongst the items of unpaid work if we distinguighat is valuable by separating that
which produces monetisable goods and services tinatwhich normally does not have
monetary value, does it mean that money deternwhes is productive work?

A second set of questions, related to the firsthe is a worker? And who is entitled to
the advantages of labour legislation? A good exanmplthe recent inclusion of home
based work.

Third, there are some knotty questions whether wtteldren work and bring income
home we should de-recognize them as it is illegatiiem to work for a wage?

The illegality of certain types of work is relatéd the perception of what is legal.
Therefore, for example, children and women whoteafficked into the flesh trade are
often termed as illegal migrants and do not hawe seturity (See Latest UN World
Survey of Women (2004))So too many of those workers who are smuggledally to
work as domestic workers and often become slavhereTis a huge number of such
unprotected workers because their “work” is nobgtzed as work.

There are other issues such as the liquid boursdbaveen the informal and the formal
economy and so on, and this territory has now loegered fairly well in terms of listing
who are those who belong to the informal economyvagker and how does one get
protection for them. These questions are impordanthey are the areas of vulnerability
especially for women in data collection, in ledigla and in society’s perception.

Some of these questions have had classical respausd as the idea of wages for
housework or paying for care . These have beenestigg for “counting” work but in the
South these are not viable solutions. Where themciute unemployment and no social
security cover, is it realistic to ask for wages fiousework? When you are in a live or
die type of marginal living, to ask for wages fare also looks absurd.

There was one time when Ela Bhatt and | were wgrkinsely together when we argued
that all women are workers. We even went furthesrggue for food without work. This
was when we found that women amongst the poor akeady so heavily drained of
energy with the struggles for fetching water, fgathering something to feed their family
that to ask them to work, so that they may earn eemed cruel. So we argued for food
without work — an atrocious suggestion in thesesdd#yeconomic reasoning (See Women

» World Survey on the role of women in developmeReport of the Secretary-General, UN General
Assembly, A/59/287/Add.1, 30 September 2004
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Quest for Powér- landless women in Kaira District. Their hours labour of 14-16
increased by 2 hours as a result of “Buffalo” oHRcredit).

Third world women — have dealt with many of thessues showing that home is work
place, the dichotomy between private and publicaiomare not tenable, that equality and
social protection are compatible etc.

Feminisation of Work

Data on women's employment in the developing woeldeals leaps forward in their
absorption into the labour force over the period@% 1990. Some regions like South
Asia show a leap from 25 percent to 44 percent,Latith America from 22 percent to 30
percent, while in the same regions, the male pé&aigerdeclined from 88 to 78, and 85 to
84, respectively. Most of this addition is in thengce sector, but also in the informal
economy The nature of the expansion in employmppbdunities globally is such that
womeg are preferred as workers in many of the destving sectors of production and
export:

However research reveals that the flip side to“@disorption” is that the work is usually
under the most exploitative, unprotected, undergatltemas. A UNICEF study of five

Asian countries found that often the job slots tkaterge for home-based women
workers are a result of the retrenchment of memfwehat is called the low end of the
production pyramid. Informal occupations provide ttvelihood (paid or otherwise) of

more than 80 percent of women in low-income coestand 40 percent of those in
middle-income countries; these countries combiredant for 85 percent of the world's
population? Yet, it is sought and taken by women, becausehefet drive to sustain

families as we saw in the case of Sonagachi.

A study conducted by the World Bank in Uttar Prageshich, with 160 million people,
is India’'s most populous state, reveals that a highgportion of female workers than
male workers is involved in low-paid casual workinrily in the agriculture sector.
Consequently, there has beefeminisationof the agricultural workforce, as the relative
proportions of both female cultivators and femadgiaultural labourers have grown.
Three-quarters of women's employment days were speing agricultural work, as
compared to only 40 percent of men's. Women were talee times more likely than
men to work as agriculture labourers--work thatbackbreaking, insecure, and low
status. In contrast to men, women rarely held wegobs or jobs in the non-farm sector;

2 Devaki JainWomen'’s Quest for PowefNew Delhi, Vikas Publishing House, 1980)

3 Devaki Jain, "Are we knowledge Proof? Development ast&/aspeech delivered at Lovraj Kumar
Memorial, Lecture, New Delhi, 26 September 2003 (Repd inWastelands New¥ol. XIX, No. 1,
August-October 2003, Society for Promotion of WastdéaDevelopment, New Delhi, pg. 19-30

4 Chen, "Women and the Informal Sector: Realitiesti§ics and Policies," paper presented at the
Economic Policy Forum, International Center for &&sh on Women, Washington, D.C., 15 March 1996,
as quoted in "Rural Producers: Trends, Issues dmallébges for Socio-Economic Development,” in
Statistics Division, Economic and Social Departmert the Women and Population Division, Sustainable
Development Department, FA(Killing the Data Gap: Gender-Sensitive Statistics fiagricultural
Developmen{Rome: FAO, 1999), available online at http://www.fag/docrep/X2785e/X2785e00.htm;
Mehra and Gammage, "Trends, Countertrends, and G@asinen’'s Employment”
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these activities were left to the men. When they abtain such employment, women
were again relatively underpaid and confined tckilles! activities®

Further explorations of various other field sitoas in which women find themselves
point to an increasing degree of feminisation ofnyn@rocesses. lllegal migration is
being feminised (See note 2). Abortion is beingifesed (See note 1). HIV/AIDS is on

its way to being feminised (See Note 3). And novitaie areas of the labour force are
becoming feminised. The term is used not only tmipt the increasing proportion of
women in various situations, including poverty awdrk, but also a lowering of

standards in that realm of work or that space.
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® Valerie Kozel, and Barbara Parkér Profile and Diagnostic of the Poverty in Uttar PrstileWorld
Bank,2001,. Paper presented at a Poverty Monitaimd) Evaluation Workshop in New Delhi, hosted by
the Government's Planning Commission and the Wealok, 11 January, 2002
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® 'International Migration May Empower Women By Pidimg New Roles, UN Says', UN Weekly

Newsletter, Volume 59, Number 51, 18-24 December 2Q0dted Nations Information Centre, New
Delhi, pg. 2

" Looking at HIV/AIDS and Global Governance from the egésvomen of the Third World, A note by
Madhu Bala Nath, former Adviser to UNIFEM on HIV/AIDS,®D
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Poverty converges — and women are worst hit

A closer look at “backward” districts and regionsuwd reveal what is now a very well-
established connection--the connection between imgternal and infant mortality, poor
water and sanitation facilities, low literacy foomen, high rates of unemployment, and,
most important of all, high proportion of houselolving in extreme poverty and high
fertility. If one shaded India in terms of thesee@ative" indicators in increasingly dark
shades of grey, as the proportions under themasereand a circle is drawn in the very
centre of India, cutting across the four BIMARUtetathe circle would be black. All
"bad" roads lead to this black hole. | once catlad configuration of statekhe black
heart of Mother India,” as it was right at the center of the map of Indrej data reveals
thatwomen are at the bottom of this black hol&.

In a time-use study | conducted in 6 villages idi#n | noticed that while the difference
in work participation of men was negligible acrdasd-holding patterns and across
geographical regions, the figures reflected a ckfie reality as far as women were
concerned. There were almost 50 percent more wahemork amongst the landless
compared to women in the large landed househofdsabmost 11 percent more women
than men amongst the landless were workers in fRaja

In 1999/2000, A.-M. Lizin, who was appointed spéciapporteur by the UN's
Commission on Human Rights, sees extreme povergy\aslation of human rights and
adds:

"Poverty hits women especially hard and leads taogs violation of their rights.
Extreme poverty is linked to prostitution and exgalbon, both sexual and physical, of
young girls and women. . . . Deep poverty can aelpeople from society, placing them
in an illegal situation in their own country. Suglople perceive social service or police
intervention as actions they cannot appeal, sinsgce is by and large out of their reach.
Society should see the poor as people who are apathinking, reflecting and having

8 Devaki Jain, Enabling poverty and inequality redrcin South Asia, UNFPA Retreat, New York, 30
September — 2 October, 2002

° Devaki JainValuing Work: Time as a MeasurEconomic and Political Weekly, Vol. XXXI, No. 43,
October 26 1996
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something to say about poverty, the world and hunginits. A better understanding of
poverty and better policies to eradicate it candbeeloped only by understanding the
poor themselves and therefore by working in pastmierwith them.*

Employment: a first life line for the poor .

While it is well known and argued that work, empimnt by itself is not a sufficient
condition for redressing the oppression of , disaration against , womeéh that such
policies are often instrumentalist, seeing womemasns to tangible ends , and not as
persons deserving of support systems as an etgkify  when seen from the location of
women and girls who are in extremis, faced by a BNQT except into sale and other
punishing options, income earning work seems dihfein the first round . The surveys
of sex workers as well as victims of disasters &keth quakes and communal conflicts, (
SEWAs experience as told by Ela Bhatt to autha@ens to indicate that the first need is
to access income earning opportunity . It is sudh\ge that explains why women take on
jobs which are cruel, less paid etc which is tleystrom most of the surveys.

We have lessons like the experience of the Mahae&mployment Guarantee Scheme,
which, with all its warts and holes that are novingepointed out by various academics
and policy makers, had not only provided a basal tabour but interestingly provided a
lifeline to poor rural women. A study done by aemsh centre, ISST, with the
cooperation of the late Shri Page, the father ef Employment Guarantee Scheme in
Maharashtra, revealed that participation by women aa proportion of the total
participation of labour ranged from 60 percent@p@rcent across the various districts of
Maharashtra. A further examination of who comes tfg work from these poverty
households revealed that it was usually the olden@n, not men, even though the men
may also be unemployed; the men were loath to dakeork which was so arduous and
yet so underpaid. The late Prof Krishna Bharadwdj &ffirmed this finding from studies
she had conducted on famine related rural progran(ref-EPW)

Thus women's desperation to earn a livelihood agalh®dds was not only proven but
the MEGS actually enabled them to find that livebd outside of various forms of
slavery.The Human Development Report for Maharashtra shaavetbre even Gender
Development Index (GDI) i.e., disparities betweesnnand women were less due to this
wage-earning of women.

Women as a political identityA constant reminder that challenges the identitgrivan”

is the multiple identity of woman — all the usu#hsfications of class, ethnicity, caste,
religion, ideology, suggest heterogeneity. Henceadcy for “women” is demolished if
not constrained when attempts are made to calitaiteto “women” as a social segment
that suffers discrimination universally: or / and having needs and choices that
distinguish them from men.

1 Human Rights and Extreme Poverty: Report SubmittédsyA.-M. Lizin, Independent Expert, Pursuant
to Commission Resolution 1998/2&ragraphs 111, 115, 118

1 Srilatha Batliwala and Deepa Dhanraj, ‘Gender Mytta thstrumentalise Women: A View from the
Indian Frontline’, IDS Bulletin, Volumer 35, Number@ctober 2004, pgs 11-18

12 Impact on women workers- Maharashtra Employment GureeaScheme, a study sponsored by ILO,
Geneva, December, 1979- ISST
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Essentialism, instrumentalism —many such defingflonnames have been given to such
efforts to develop a single identity , inhibitinfiagts to a common or inclusive identity.
Despite these doubts, it is argued here that tiera homogeneity in “women” —
especially when seen with “class” or “poverty” leas And livelihoods — decent
sustainable employment, covered with legal prodecéind supported by social amenities
can be a crucial lifeline. And lifeline is used &én a literal sense as women'’s life itself
is in danger. The examples from sex ratio, frorffitldng HIV aids and the work spaces
reveal this homogeneity .

Looking at all this | would like to make a case s$trongly support guaranteed
employment with all the details of the original draft bill ah was prepared by the
campaign on Rozi Roti associated with Jean DrezkAsmna Roy. Apart from being
comprehensive it also asks for 40% of the jobseedserved for women. An important
task for those of us who are interested in makgcampaign successful in my view

Is EGA “uneconomic” — a fiscal problem?

Amit Bhadur notes that until the most basic needs such as fdothing, shelter and
health are provided for all citizens, "it is pugithe cart before the horse to talk about a
range of human rights to enhance individual capiedsl" He argues that it is not tenable,
either politically or theoretically to presume tltaé market will fulfill this function in a
country like India. Politicians seem to lack thdigozal will to make it happen; Bhaduri
says that they fall back on the excuse that uhél text round of reforms happen, we
cannot expect good results.

Bhaduri does not accept such excuses. He poirtteetexcess capacities in sectors such
as cement, steel and transport; these would emabdstment in public works. Wages
paid in such projects would be spent on food anthirig, which are in plentiful supply.
He notes the large foreign exchange reserve iraltitht could serve as a safety valve,
and concludes that "the Government has no monegsridite sense in this context.”

He concludes with a plea for transparency: "I®d much to expect that all Panchayats
should, like the Fair Price Shops, be legally addigo display on board the funds
received and spent? As a matter of fact, withoetRght to Information, an Employment
Guarantee Scheme, even with enough funds wouldkbegktting into the boxing ring
with one hand tied at the back."

I would add however that women must be at the forgfof both planning implementing
and receiving this guarantee of employment. Thisld/de the first step toward healing
the wounds of history and denial of citizenhood.

Designing schemes

3 Dr. P C Alexander, ‘Guaranteeing employment’, Asiaye A23 December 2004; Jean Dreze,
‘Employment as a social responsibility’, The Hin@2, November 2004; Amit Bhaduri, ‘Guaranteeing
employment’, The Hindu, 27 December 2004; Prabhatdfgt'Need for a universal EGS’, The Hindu, 5
January 2005; N Chandra Mohan, ‘Guaranteeing wohkdia’s countryside’, The Financial Express, 23
December 2004

14 Amit Bhaduri, ‘Guaranteeing employment’, The Hindid,2ecember 2004
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Equally important task before us is to create thwl lof detailed plans that could be
support systems to gram panchayats and other RRiutions. To prepare plans where
work would be available. In other words what islelemployment planning at local
level Mapping what would be sustainable in a patéicarea.

In my experience | found that the kind of works ertdken are often not sustainable and
secondly usually get overpowered by larger projelogs us say that we are planning a
production programme based on land in a gram pgathaea. The state government
signs an agreement with a multinational for thentat@ over the land to build let us say
an agro processing plant. Then the larger projeetpowers the micro projects.

Thus planning these job creating projects whenbwtis to be aware of the macro ideas
as well as create the communities collectivitied arganizations which would resist the
macro idea.

Therefore my next (Third) suggestion would be thefbre we do the projects we need to
bring those women whom we think need the work iodtiectivities. In other words
organized work of cooperatives or worker assoamtio the model of SEWA. It is only
through collectivizing women in trade or worker @voperative associations that they
will be able to negotiate their jobs and its imations. Once they are organized and they
take the job as an organized group they then hevedpacity to resist if necessary. They
can also be networked into the main worker unidra tve have in India as informal
trade unions.

Worker organizations are also able to collectivegign development programmes and
also collectively generate leadership. As individwarkers women workers are very
vulnerable to every kind of assault.

Instead of having specific schemes for women, exjstchemes need to be dismantled.
Instead of that we have to design ways in whicleosectors can be gendered. Other
sectors such as infrastructure development, carigiruindustry, the agriculture policies,
the attempts for rural agro industry hubs, smadllesindustry, handicrafts and so on.
Thus almost all the existing training programme®déo be dismantled and new
programmes designed, which would enable womendagmwith the growth poles.

It is crucial to locate women'’s actual roles inraduction and sale or marketing process.
Once we locate their position, it is possible tsess whether the design of the
programme will enhance women’s roles or cut themthe enterprises it should be seen
what is the role of women in a particular productamd how to enhance it. In agriculture,
how does irrigation of land affect the utilizatiohlabour? For example, it is often argued
that when land is irrigated, the crop changes feofiood crop to a cash crop and this
affects the nutrition of women and female children.

It could be suggested that in every infrastrucfun@ect, water and sanitation should be
built in and this would directly benefit women’séis. In construction again, it should be
instructed that women must participate and if neagsthe skill to be upgraded

A scheme which would package together mid day mveah can offer in any State up to
1 lakh jobs for women as cooks and carers to kegiated with a créche for working
women, the ICDS and the self help groups. All thezse be made into one fund, with the
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idea that they are support services for poor woarghthis fund given to the elected PR
system for them not only to expend it, but thattladise in the area can hold the system
accountable for the delivery. It could be a transi@tory experience for poor women.

Thus it is imperative that the women’s movementasaround the issue of livelihoods
for women and becomes the largest lobby for thplementation of EGA in the original
form in which it was designed . Many incarceratitimast women endure can be relieved

by this one step .



