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SOCIAL CHANGE AND RURAL WOMEN:
POSSIBILITIES OF PARTICIPATION

~=Shapan Adnan & Rushidan Islam*

I. INTRODUCTION

1. The women of rural Bangladesh live in a
world of real and symbolic seclusion. This is sub-
ordinate to a male-dominated world of thought and
action where the concepts of problems and solutions
are emphatically "monosexual”. Yet Islamic legends
tell us that Bibi Ayesha, the wife of the Prophet
Hazrat Muhammad, served water to soldiers on the
battle fields. Such accomplishments are beyond the
flights of imagination of contemporary Bangladeshi
women. Indeed in Vietnam, a country not too dissim-
ilar to ours, women contribute 60% of the agricul=-
tural labour, and hold positions of effective au-
thority and command. Even the Muslim women of
Turkey or Lgypt are not fettered in a way remotely
comparable to their Bangladeshi counterparts.

2. In this paper we attempt to examine this par-
adoxical position of the rural women of Bangladesh

*Shapan Adnan is an Assistant Professor of Eco-
nomics, University of Dacca and a Visiting Scholar,
BIDS. Rushidan Islam is a Senior Research Assistant
of the Village Study Group, Dacca University and
attached to the BIDS.



2 RURAL WOMEN

(who are predominantly Muslim). This is a topic
where discussion and pronouncement is fraught
with the dangers of baseless self-righteousness,
sexual taboos, and variants of male and female
chauvinism. We hope however that the subsequent
sections will help in formulating proposals for
the increased and realistic participation of rural
women in the development of Bangladesh.

IT. METHODOLOGY

1. The paper is specifically concerned with the
rural womenfolk of Bangladesh, the vast majority of
whom are from depressed low income groups [10,13,14,
15,16] . As a depressed group, they may be regarded
as being triply affected, as follows:

(i) As females vis d vis males
(ii) As being rural vis & vis being urban

(iii) As being poor (exploited) vis d vis
being rich (exploiters)

2. Since development is the professed context
of this seminar, the predicament and role of women
will be discussed in the context of social change.
This will involve the consideration of economic,
social and political factors. In many cases the
term development may turn out to be a misnomer and
we would prefer to use the more ‘'neutral’ phrase,
social change.

3. It is also necessary to be clear about the
heterogeneous composition of rural women: manifold
cleavages on lines of religion, class, language,
*shamaj'-membership, factional alliance, etc.,
exist. Hence not all problems and analyses regard-
ing rural women will be universally applicable.
Different groups of rural women may have precisely
conflicting interests and the significance of this
will become clear in the subsequent discussion.
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4. We have attempted to develop a set of cogent
arguments based on empirical evidence, wherever
possible. The method has been to derive insights
gained from village studies or studies of specific
groups of women and institutions and generalize
(even if a little unwarrantedly) on their bases
regarding the womenfolk of rural Bangladesh. The
empirical evidence used has been based on the find-
ings of:

(i) The study of four Bangladesh Villages
by the Village Study Group, Dacca, and

(ii) studies by other scholars interested in
rural Bangladesh. All such sources are
listed in the bibliograpny (Section IX).

5. 1In moving on to discuss the problems of
women as a special case of the problems of de-
pressed and low income groups, we have brought
in the results of broader analytical and theoret-
ical work on the nature of economy and society in
selected villages done by the Village Study Group,
Dacca [9,10,11,12].

III. THE PRESENT ESTATE OF WOMEN

1. fThe plight of women in Bangladesh, particu-
larly in rural areas, requires no undue exaggera-
tion. Extremely useful documentation has been pro-
vided by Ellen Sattar, Rounaq Jahan, Shirley
Lindenbaum and Taherunnessa Abdullah [1, 3,2, 4].

We shall not repeat here the detailed economic,
social, legal and political bondage which has re-
duced rural women to second-class citizens. This
predicament is further exacerbated by practices
such as polygamy, real and symbolised seclusion
(purdah), universal distrust of feminine emancipa-
tion and blatant flouting of the Family Law Ordi-
nance. Even biological and child-rearing practices
are not free from sexual discrimination. "Sons are
not only preferred to daughters, they have a great-
er chance of survival. In two recent survey years,
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the mortality rates for females under 5 years were
35-50% higher than those for males (Mosley 1970)"
[2].

2. All this, however, raises an intriquing par-
adox. Can society and the economy do without the
womenfolk it chooses to relegate to virtual serf-
hoed in domestic arenas? Put another way, what are
the contributions of women to the economic and so-
cial system of the country, and to what extent does
this make them indispensable? The question loses
its apparent absurdity as soon as we look at the
facts. It is no surprise that even though depressed
and exploited, it is the economic role of women
which retains for them a decisive material value
(and hence status) other than that of being mere
sexual objects or objects of social decoration [2].

3. One of the major contentions of this paper
is that the whole issue of the status and emancipa-
tion of women rests on their relations with the
means of production and their consequent roles in
production organization, including that of the
family-based production unit which is typically
present in the rural economy. Lack of organization
and consciousness regarding these factors have con-
tributed to the existing depressed status of women.
Otherwise, the contribution of women to the rural
economy, actual and potential, are staggering. This
also explains the very recent conscious and/or un-
conscious concern of policy-makers with the plight
of women. The material gains from the efforts of a
more emancipated womenfolk would adequately justify
any state evangelism in that respect. Let us illus-
trate.

4. We shall use data from the study of the vil-
lages Shangkhomala, Kongshogram and Radhashyampur
(11, 14,15,16]). The male-female ratio in these vil-
lages are, respectively, 1:0.92, 1:0.98 and 1:1.004,
giving an average of 1:0.98. This merely confirms
that nearly half of the human resources of these
impoverished communities are female. We found that
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women in the age range 10-49 were normally involved
in doing household and other work requiring physi-
cal strength, except for cases with particular,
physical disabilities and the few months related

to the period of pregnancy. Table 1 shows the age
structure of women in the three villages. The ac-
tive group (Age 10-49) are found to constitute
48.9%, 54.3% and 51.7% of the female population

and 23.6%, 26.6% and 26.7% of the total population
of these villages in the same order. In other words
active able-bodied women in these villages consti-
tute over a quarter of the population in these vil-
lages and are available for productive work (in-
cluding household activities which are generally
discounted in national accounts estimation). It is
also found that each such active woman supports,
including herself, a population of 3.76, 3.40 and
3.47 in the three villages as far as household ac-
tivities are concerned. While this is a fair load
for each woman within the traditional context (i.e.,
household and domestic activities), the figure in
each case is such that much of the female labour
force could be diverted to other productive work
with a reasonable amount of economic and social re-
organization. The extent and nature of the surplus
female labour can be estimated as follows.

5. Given the staggered intensity of work in a
predominantly agricultural and traditional economy,
the concept of man-hours as used in organized in-
dustrial and urban occupations is somewhat inappro-
priate. One may however use the concept of a pack-
age man-year (or woman-year) which aggregates the
seasonal fluctuations in terms of the actual time-
pattern of work in the rural economy [18,19]. Expe-
rience from more advanced agrarian and peasant so-
cieties such as that of Vietnam [7] indicate that
women are capable of putting in as much work as men.
This means that women in the three villages are po-
tentially capable of providing 134, 106 and 184
woman-years of labour. Given the dependency burden
per woman in these villages as enumerated above,
it is reasonably estimated that at most 50% of the
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TABLE 1

AGE STRUCTURE OF FEMALE POPULATION

Village Shangkhomala

No. of Percentage*
Age Group Women (a) (b)
00-04 60 10.56 22.00
05-09 49 8.63 18.01
10-14 18 3.17 6.62
20-24 A 24 4,22 8.82
25-29 o 19 3.34 6.98
30-34 o 15 2.64 5.51
35-39 8 1.41 2.94
40-~44 14 2.46 5.15
45-49 7 1.23 2,57
50-54 9 1.58 3.31
55-59 3 0.53 1.10
60-64 5 0.88 1.84
65-above 13 2.29 4.78
Total 272

Active (women in
age-group 10-49) : 134

Average number of depen~

dents on each working

woman for household

services 3.76

(a) means females in the age group as % of
total village population.

(b) means females in the age group as % of
total female population of the village.
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TABLE 1

IN THREE BANGLADESH VILLAGES

Kongshogram Radhashyampur

No. of Percentaget* No. of Percentaget*

Womer; (a) (b) Women (a) (b)

38 9.27 18.54 60 9.00 17.70

41 10.00 20.00 69 10.36 20.35

25 6.95 12.19 30 4.50 8.85

15 3.65 7.31 37 5.55 10.91

9 2.19 4,39 28 4.20 8.26

14 3.41 6.82 23 3.45 6.78

13 3.17 6.34 22 3.30 5.49

12 2.92 5.85 17 2,55 5.01

11 2.68 5.36 11 1.65 3.24

7 1.70 3.41 16 2.40 4,72

4 0.97 1.95 6 0.90 1.77

3 0.73 1.46 3 0.45 0.88

5 1,22 2.44 6 0.90 1.77

8 1.95 3.90 11 1.65 3.25
205 339
106 184
3.47 3.40

*
(a) means females in the age group as % of
total village population.

(b) means females in the age group as % of
total female population of the village.
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existing female labour-time would be needed to car-
ry out the existing household activities, and that
the other 50% could be diverted to other forms of
productive work (provided of course that such em-
ployment could be generated).

6. The requirements for household work could be
even further decreased if certain simple technolog-
ical facilities could be provided. Rural women are
plagued by time-consuming chores such as fetching
fresh-water and dehusking paddy with the "dhenki",
which could be conserved by providing running water
on a communal basis, using dehusking machines, pro-
viding nurseries for children, etc. {1, 2,13, 14, 15,
16] . Under conditions of conducive social change
and organization, 75% of female labour services
could be available for work other than household
activities.

7. The above discussion, concerned with the po-
tential level of female labour may have given the
misleading impression that women do not do outside
work. This is far from true. Indeed there are women
in Bangladesh's villages who are fully employed by
others or are in self-employment in sectors where
the total output is aimed at the market. Table 2
provides a list of female workers in various income
-earning occupations in the three villages. While
the numbers of such workers are small compared to
the labour force, they indicate a definite compo-
nent of non-household income-earning female activ-
ity which could be expanded in the future.

8. The intensity and diversity of the workload
of village women can be seen from the following
case studies taken from the village Shangkhomala
(14] . Ramiza Khatoon, aged about 30, is a young
widow who has to provide for herself. She has kept
her only son as a domestic servant in the household
of a neighbouring rich farmer. For 9 months of the
year she collects wood from the neighbouring forest
and sells it at the Dohazari market a few miles
away. She starts early, devoting the morning to
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TABLE 2

INCOME-EARNING OCCUPATIONS FOR FEMALES
IN THREE VILLAGES

Number of Female Workers

i *
Occupations Shangkhomala Xongshogram Radhashyampur
Domestic

servicesd 5 1 6
Paddy-

husking@ 1 - 2
Agricultural

wage labour? 1 - -
Unspecified

wage labour?d - 3 -
Weaving fish-

ing netd 2 - -
Cowgirla 1 - -
House-tutor?2 3 - -
Firewood col-

lection from

forestb 6 - -
Vegetables

collectionb 1 - -
Unspecified

small tradeb - 1 -
Agriculture€ 9 8 3
Fruit-growing® 1 - -
Poultry-

keeping® 2 - -
Beggingd 4 4 -

*Occupations listed with (a) against them means
that in these occupations employment is given by
others while (b) means that people are seif-employed
in these occupations. Occupations with (c) are ones
which are sources of income and do not lead to em-
ployment-~these are attributed to women when they
are the heads of family and the assets of the family
are under their supervision; (d) is begging, which
obviously is not a source of employment but is con-
sidered a source of income, given our social system.
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wood collection and the afternoon to transportation
and sale. Her normal work day exceeds 12 hours.
During the other months of the year, particularly
peak periods in agricultural activity, she works as
a wage labourer. Her tasks include separation of
paddy from paddy plants using legs (under heavy
rains), separation of paddy from paddy plants using
cows, transplanting paddy plants and domestic work.

9. Similarly, Islama Khatoon works as a teacher
of religious lessons for village children. Her hus~
band is also a teacher at the Local Primary School.
The village also has a lady homoeopath, Shova Rani
Jaldas.

10. The domestic activities (conventionally non-
income earning) of women are also varied and inten-
sive. Ellen Sattar has provided a painstaking and
detailed picture of such activities for one year in
one village [1]. '

TABLE 3

PROFICIENCY IN MOTHERTONGUE OF THE FEMALES
IN THREE VILLAGES

Proficiency Shangkhomala Kongshogram Radhashyampur

No profi-

ciency 21 16 17
Speak only 224 162 283
Speak & read 4 10 5
Speak, read

& write 21 17 33
Not avail-

able 2 - 1

Total 272 205 339
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TABLE 4

LEVEL OF FORMAL EDUCATION OF THE FEMALES
IN THREE VILLAGES

Level of

Education Shangkhomala Kongshogram Radhashyampur
No education 246 171 296
Class V or

below 23 28 25
Class VI to

Class IX 2 2 13
Magtab+

education - - 1

Primary level

Madrasaht
education - - 1l
N.A.* 1 4 3
Total 272 205 339

tMagtab and Madrasah refer to Islamic religious
education.

*N.A. or Not Available means that information on
these people could not be collected.

11. The prospective level of skilled female
manpower largely depends on the levels of educa-
tional attainment. Tables 3 and 4 will illustrate
that such levels are dismally low for the three
study villages [14,15,16]. This is simply because
of the lack of conducive social values and opportu-
nities, not from reluctance on the part of women.
In Ellen Sattar's study, 91% of village women
wanted their daughters to finish primary school
[1]. Given that most of the best female minds of
the nation do not even get the opportunity to go to
school, it would seem that marginal social product
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from incremental female education in rural areas
would exceed those for males.

12. However,; potential levels of available
skilled female labour is in itself not much of an
encouraging factor, given the dismal levels of male
unemployment and underemployment in Bangladesh's
villages. Given that, increased generation of rural
employment still remains the overwhelming question,
some contentions may be made regarding the devising
of employment policies with respect to men and
women. There are categories of work particularly
suited for either men or women, as well as others
which suit both. These non-substitutable and sub-
stitutable sectors should be identified. As agri-
cultural work provides a sector where msle and fe-
male labour may be substitutable, one could propose
policies such that industries located in rural
areas could absorb male labour while the women
could work in the fields. During the peak periods
in agriculture, the men could help the women in the
fields. Such identification of factors on a local
basis could allow for increased use of the avail-
able female labou: :orce without displacing male
workers.

13. The present estate of women in rural areas
seems to be such that their contrihution is sub-
stantial and indispensable, withcut this being rec-
ognized by the menfolk and society in general, as
such. Potentially, too, the women could move out
into increasing participation in the productive la-
bour force provided sufficient employment for women
could be generated with appropriate localized plan-
ning. It would seem that women could have a fair
control over the means of production and the conse~
quential social status arising thereof, provided
forces of social changc were conducive to such
transformed roles and participation.
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IV. WOMEN AND DEVELOPMENT: GENERAL ASPECTS

1. Having looked at the actual and potential
contribution of rural women to productive activities
we now propose tc look at various efforts at social
change and their effects on the role and status of
women. We shall concentrate here on either state-
sponsored development efforts or privately run in-
stitutional activities. The two subsequent sections
(Vv & VI) will deal respectively with detrimental and
beneficial factors. Case study materials will be
utilized and generalized policy implications will be
attempted.

2. It will be seen that issues cannot be con-
fined to technological and economic aspects of the
role of women in society. In other words, the evi-
dence itself will suggest that we look at the role
of women under the broader framework of moderniza-
tion and social change. This will be attempted in
Section VII.

3. It is also suggested that production and so-
cial relations are critical dictates regarding the
participation of women in social change. As such
these terms and conditions have to be discussed in
some detail and the policy decisions be made consis-
tent with the results of such analysis.

V. DETRIMENTAL PROCESSES AND IMPLICATIONS

1. The major indictment of development planning
to date in this context is that there is very little
indication of the awareness of women as a depressed
group, whose contribution and participation in such
efforts can be increased with conscious effort. This
"monosex" thinking is somewhat akin to the "mono-
crop" fetish about high-yielding rice in agricul=-
tural productivity programmes [2].
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2. One of the consequences of mechanization in
the simple processing of agricultural products has
been the technological redundancy of female labour.
Replacement of paddy-processing work of women by
mills and parboiling equipment is a case in noint
[2). Such technological redundancy "raises the
spectre of the devaluation of women at a time when
there is some evidence that their economic status
may already be in decline" [2].

3. A third feature is the ircnic process by
which "educated" and "acculturated" individuals be-
come unemployable in traditional sectors. A rural
woman, in the peasant household context, has %to be,
of necessity, a hard worker. Prevailing social at-
titudes demand that education and marriage aspira-
tions lead to non-participation in manual household
work. However, the education she receives in the
rural educational system does not either make her
employable elsewhere. Such forms of systematically
generated structural unemployment for females need
to be discouraged.

4. "Still, until now, motherhood has offered a
role of social worth and women have baen honoured
for breeding the labour force needed in agricul-
tural production" [2]). With the increasing realiza-
tion and propagation cf the concepts of population
planning and smaller families, the traditional
ideal of motherhood is likely to be devalued and
underplayed. This relative devaluation of female
worth in the matrimonial market (whose objective
function may be termed as a socio-economic conglom-
erate) is also confirmed by the growing importance
of 'groom price' with respect to 'bride price' or
dowry [2]. Such trends can only be reversed by con-
scious and planned emphasis on the alternative pro-
ductive roles of women concerned with the genera-
tion and sustenance of human capital as well as
their increased participation in skilled profes~
sions.
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5. There are other instances of more direct in-
tervention of conservative social forces to under-
mine the participation of women in development.
Shirley Lindenbaum cites two such instances in her
report [2]. One is the purdah restriction on women
which prevents them from participating in and hav-
ing control over vital economic activities such as
trade. This makes them structurally dependent on
related males. In the second instance, a women's
cooperative which has been evidently successful in
activities including marketing, is seen to come ua-
der "moral criticism" from its (male) economic con-
tenders. The active women cooperators were accused
of an "immoral lifestyle." The pressure was such
that the women's cooperative was discontinued to
prevent the loss of participation and goodwill from
village men. This is a concrete example of the ac-
quiescence of a development agency to social con-
servatism (and established male economic interests)
and indicates the insidious and complex ways by
which an established social order (composed of
classes as well as sexes) operates to prevent the
emergence of forces which might conceivably
threaten its own values and prerogatives.

6. A further instance of such pressure to pre-
vent female education and population planning is
our study of the highly conservative Barisal vil-
lage, Char Shyamraj [13]. Here the reactionary re-
ligious leadership went to the extent of proclaim-
ing that the devastating cyclone of November 1970
which nearlv wiped out the child population of the
village was the expression of divine wrath at the
villagers' having accepted the sinful ways of fe-
male education and family planning measures. The
office of the family planning unit has since re-
mained closed. Here too is an expression of the
mechanisms of social pressure and ideological
brainwashing which form such major stumbling blocks
to the gradual emancipation of rural women.
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VI. BENEFICIAL PROCESSES AND IMPLICATIONS

l. The post~war years (1972 onwards) have seen
the advent of major private and state initiatives
to assist and train rural women in which "there is
an emphasis on economic self-support rather than
the distribution of charity . . ." [2].

2. The People's Health Centre, run by Dr.
Zafarullah, operates with young girls as paramedics
who are mostly unmarried and aged 15-16; 50% of
them are local village girls. Similarly other pri-
vate agencies have developed programmes which train
rural women for employment (including self-employ-
ment) in light industries such as handicrafts and
sericulture which may be seen as adjuncts of the
agricultural economy. In Daulatkhan Thana in Bhola,
young school-going girls also operate as managers
of cooperatives, citing one instance where the
pPresent unrelated educational system may be receiv-
ing worthwhile feedback from selfhelp programmes
for women [2].

3. Such documentation easily explodes (if such
explosion is at all necessary) the myth of the tra-
ditional aversion of women to s>cial change. Rural
women are already working in responsible and execu-
tive capacities. What is required is appropriate
planning geared to accelerating and extending such
demonstrated abilities. Localized planning can help
in eradicating unnecessary structural unemployment
(arising from inappropriate education for femalss).
Conscious social organizations can delineate the
opportunity frontier for women, prescribing appro-
priate patterns for the selection of educational
and cultural alternatives. All this, of course,
requires political will and acumen of an order yet
to be demonstrated by any leadership to date. Pol~
itics and mass-~level implementation brings in its
wake other considerations which give rise to mis-
givings as against an otherwise encouraging record
to date.
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VII. BROADER CONSIDERATIONS AND MISGIVINGS

1. The demonstration of the participatior
women in social change mentioned above are all
products of external initiatives and therxe is as
yet no instances of such activities on a self-gen-
erating and self-sustaining basis. These active
groups are either international or (national) élit-
ist in character. Hence, there is no evidence as
yet that women's participation would either emerge
or continue if these "hothouse plants" cease to be
supported.

2. A second interesting feature is that women
from the Buddhist and Hindu Communities tend to be
much more active in these efforts in comparison to
the Muslim women who form, by and large, the pre-
dominant section of the rural womenfolk [2].

3. Since the encroachment of female participa-
tion in male job opportunities has not yet assumed
a threatening character, even in a small way, the
essential economic and social problems concerned
with the differentiation of productive roles by
sexes has not yet arisen. These however have to be
borne in mind as realistic possibilities in the fu-
ture.

4. We have seen earlier instances of the tradi-
tional order exerting pressure to prevent female
emancipation, particularly in the spheres of educa-
tion, trade, cooperative management, population
planning, etc. Such trends can only be opposed by
either populist movements at grass-root levels or
the imposition of state authority to foster these
ends with determination. While the former seems un-
realistic, the latter would require nothing less
than the assumption of prouwer by a leadership which
is not subservient to the ruling orders of rural
Bangladesh.

5. Even enlightened notions of female emancipa-
tion as a basis for normal sexuality and a healthy,
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productive society is unlikely to be received sym-
pathetically by the traditional forces. It is pre-
cisely because of this that the emancipatory provi-
sions of the Family Law Ordinance is effectively
inoperative in rural Bangladesh and provides little
security for the fettered womenfolk.

6. A final complexity is introduced by the
fact that not all women are united in the struggle
for female emancipation. The major consequences of
pervasive female participation in social change
would be to raise the price of cheap female labour
from the working wage-earning classes. This would
threaten the position of male and female employers
(particularly women in rich families accustomed to
a bevy of female servants as domestic help). Here
class conflict would become a genuine threat to the
united efforts for women's emancipation.

7. Ultimately, we are thrown back to the con-
tention that the exploitation and degradation of
women forms a special case of the more general phe-
nomenon of exploitation in a class society. And it
is the material relations which dictate the ulti-
mate pattern of polarization in such situations of
social and political conflict. We see elsewhere
that the liberation of women from the bonds of tra-
ditional society has historically been the products
of the overthrow of the imposing social order
through the use of organized resistance. While this
does not presently seem to be on the cards for
Bangladesh, one fails to see how else the necessary
social mobilization can take place to ensure effec-
tive success.

VIII. CONCLUSION

1. Women in Bangladesh work extremely hard,
whether or not society chooses to recognize their
efforts. However, we may not expect women for de-
velopment without development for women.
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2. Their increased participation is hence con-
ditional on increased opportunities and the genera-
tion of more emancipated social attitudes. These
are however unlikely since the emancipation of
women will in the ultimate analysis affect the ma-
terial interests of the present ruling social or-
der. This order is adept at the use of selective
extra-legal violence and general intimidation for
maintenance of its material and political authority
including the occasional dishonourment of the sta-
tus of women [10). Change can only be expected as a
consequence of the purposive decimation of this
conservative and reactionary order. This in its
turn cannot happen without the emergence of such
political power as is capable of contending with
organized repression. The emancipation of the rural
women thus seems inextricably bound up with the
progressive (if not revolutionary) transformation
of the social order of rural Bangladesh.
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SOCIAL CHANGE AND RURAL WOMEN:
POSSIBILITIES OF PARTICIPATION

--Shapan Adnan & Rushidan Islam*

I. INTRODUCTION

1. The women of rural Bangladesh live in a
world of real and symbolic seclusion. This is sub-
ordinate to a male-dominated world of thought and
action where the concepts of problems and solutions
are emphatically "monosexual”. Yet Islamic legends
tell us that Bibi Ayesha, the wife of the Prophet
Hazrat Muhammad, served water to soldiers on the
battle fields. Such accomplishments are beyond the
flights of imagination of contemporary Bangladeshi
women. Indeed in Vietnam, a country not too dissim-
ilar to ours, women contribute 60% of the agricul-
tural labour, and hold positions of effective au-
thority and command. Even the Muslim women of
Turkey or Egypt are not fettered in a way remotely
comparable to their Bangladeshi counterparts.

2. 1In this paper we attempt to examine this par-
adoxical position of the rural women of Bangladesh

*Shapan Adnan is an Assistant Professor of Eco-
nomics, University of Dacca and a Visiting Scholar,
BIDS. Rushidan Islam is a Senior Research Assistant
of the Village Study Group, Dacca University and
attached to the BIDS.
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(who are predominantly Muslim). This is a topic
where discussion and pronouncement is fraught
with the dangers of baseless self-righteousness,
sexual taboos, and variants of male and female
chauvinism. We hope however that the subsequent
sections will help in formulating proposals for
the increased and realistic participation of rural
women in the development of Bangladesh.

IT. METHODOLOGY

1. The paper is specifically concerned with the
rural womenfolk of Bangladesh, the vast majority of
whom are from depressed low income groups [10,13, 14,
15,16) . As a depressed group, they may be regarded
as being triply affected, as follows:

(i) As females vis 3 vis males
(ii) As being rural vis 3 vis being urban

(iii) As being poor (exploited) vis 3 vis
being rich (exploiters)

2. Since development is the professed context
of this seminar, the predicament and role of women
will be discussed in the context of social change.
This will involve the consideration of economic,
social and political factors. In many cases the
term development may turn out to be a misnomer and
we would prefer to use the more 'neutral' phrase,
social change.

3. It is also necessary to be clear about the
heterogeneous composition of rural women: manifold
cleavages on lines of religion, class, language,
'shamaj'-membership, factional alliance, etc.,
exist. Hence not all problems and analyses regard-
ing rural women will be universally applicable.
Different groups of rural women may have precisely
conflicting interests and the significance of this
will become clear in the subsequent discussion.
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4. We have attempted to develop a set of cogent
arguments based on empirical evidence, wherever
possible. The method has been to derive insights
gained from village studies or studies of specific
groups of women and institutions and generalize
(even if a little unwarrantedly) on their bases
regarding the womenfolk of rural Bangladesh. The
empirical evidence used has been based on the find-
ings of:

(i) The study of four Bangladesh Villages
by the Village Study Group, Dacca, and

(ii) studies by other scholars interested in
rural Bangladesh. All such sources are
listed in the bibliography (Section IX).

5. In moving on to discuss the problems of
women as a special case of the problems of de-
pressed and low income groups, we have brought
in the results of broader analytical and theoret-
ical work on the nature of economy and society in
selected villages done by the Village Study Group,
Dacca [9,10,11,12].

I1X1., THE PRESENT ESTATE OF WOMEN

1. The plight of women in Bangladesh, particu-
larly in rural areas, requires no undue exaggera-
tion. Extremely useful documentation has been pro-
vided by Ellen Sattar, Rounaq Jahan, Shirley
Lindenbaum and Taherunnessa Abdullah [1, 3, 2,4].

We shall not repeat here the detailed economic,
social, legal and political bondage which has re-
duced rural women to second-class citizens. This
predicament is further exacerbated by practices
such as polygamy, real and symbolised seclusion
(purdah) , universal distrust of feminine emancipa-
tion and blatant flouting of the Family Law Ordi-
nance. Even biological and child-rearing practices
are not free from sexual discrimination. "Sons are
not only preferred to daughters, they have a great-
er chance of survival. In two recent survey years,
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the mortality rates for females under 5 years were
35-50% higher than those for males (Mosley 1970)"
[2].

2. All this, however, raises an intriguing par-
adox. Can society and the economy do without the
womenfolk it chooses to relegate to virtual serf-
hood in domestic arenas? Put another way, what are
the contributions of wcmen to the economic and so-
cial system of the country, and to what extent does
this make them indispensable? The question loses
its apparent absurdity as soon as we look at the
facts. It is no surprise that even though epressed
and exploited, it is the economic role of women
which retains for them a decisive material value
(and hence status) other than that of being mere
sexual objects or objects of social decoration [2].

3. One of the major contentions of this paper
is that the whole issue of the status and emancipa-
tion of women rests on their relations with the
means of production and their consequent roles in
production organization, including that of the
family~-based production unit which is typically
present in the rural economy. Lack of organization
and consciousness regarding these factors have con-
tributed to the existing depressed status of women.
Otherwise, the contribution of women to the rural
economy, actual and potential, are staggering. This
also explains the very recent conscious and/or un-
conscious concern of policy-makers with the plight
of women. The material gains from the efforts of a
more emancipated womenfolk would adequately justify
any state evangelism in that respect. Let us illus-
trate.

4. We shall use data from the study of the vil-
lages Shangkhomala, Kongshogram and Radhashyampur
(11, 14,15, 16). The male-female ratio in these vil-
lages are, respectively, 1:0.92, 1:0.98 and 1:1.004,
giving an average of 1:0.98. This merely confirms
that nearly half of the human resources of these
impoverished communities are female. We found that
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women in the age range 10-49 were normally involved
in doing household and other work requiring physi-
cal strength, except for cases with particular,
physical disabilities and the few months related

to the period of pregnancy. Table 1 shows the age
structure of women in the three villages. The ac-
tive group (Age 10-49) are found to constitute
48,9%, 54.3% and 51.7% of the female population

and 23.6%, 26.6% and 26.7% of the total population
of these villages in the same order. In other words
active able-bodied women in these villages consti-
tute over a quarter of the population in these vil-
lages and are available for productive work (in-
cluding household activitias which are generally
discounted in national accounts estimation). It is
also found that each such active woman supports,
including herself, a population of 3.76, 3.40 and
3.47 in the three villages as far as household ac~
tivities are concerned. While this is a fair load
for each woman within the traditional context (i.e.,
household and domestic activities), the figure in
each case is such that much of the female labour
force could be diverted to other productive work
with a reasonable amount of economic and social re-
organization. The extent and nature of the surplus
female labour can be estimated as follows.

5. Given the staggered intensity of work in a
predominantly agricultural and traditional economy,
the concept of man-hours as used in organized in-
dustrial and urban occupations is somewhat inappro-
priate. One may however use the concept of a pack-
age man-year (or woman-year) which aggregztes the
seasonal fluctuations in terms of the actual time-
pattern of work in the rural economy [18,19]. Expe-
rience from more advanced agrarian and peasant so-
cieties such as that of Vietnam [{7] indicate that
women are capable of putting in as much work as men.
This means that women in the three villages are po-
tentially capable of providing 134, 106 and 184
woman-years of labour. Given the dependency burden
per woman in these villages as enumerated above,
it is reascnably estimated that at most 50% of the
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TABLE 1

AGE STRUCTURE OF FEMALE POPULATION

Village Shangkhomala

No. of Percentage*
Age Group Women (a) {b)
00-04 60 10.56 22,00
05-09 49 8.63 18.01
10-14 18 3.17 6.62
15-19 29 4,93 10.29
20-24 24 4.22 8.82
25-29 19 3.34 6.98
30-34 15 2.64 5.51
35-39 8 1.41 2.94
40-44 14 2.46 5.15
45-49 7 1.23 2,57
50-54 9 1.58 3.31
55-59 3 0.53 1.10
60-64 5 0.88 1.84
65-above 13 2.29 4.78
Total 272

Active (women in
age-group 10-49) 134

Average number of depen-

dents on each working

woman for household

services 3.76

(a) means females in the age group as % of
total village population.

(b) means females in the age group as % of
total female population of the village.
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TABLE 1

IN THREE BANGLADESH VILLAGES

Kongshogram Radhashyampur

No. of Percentage®* No. of Percentage*

Women (a) (b) Women (a) (b)

38 9.27 18.54 60 9.00 17.70

41 10.00 20.00 69 10.36 20.35

25 6.95 12.19 30 4.50 8.85

15 3.65 7.31 37 5.55 10.91

9 2.19 4,39 28 4.20 8.26

14 3.41 6.82 23 3.45 6.78

13 3.17 6.34 22 3.30 6.49

12 2.92 5.85 17 2.55 5.01

11 2.68 5.36 11 1.65 3.24

7 1.70 3.41 16 2.40 4,72

4 0.97 1.95 6 0.90 1.77

3 0.73 1.46 3 0.45 0.88

5 1.22 2.44 6 0.90 1.77

8 1.95 3.90 11 1.65 3.25
205 339
106 184
3.47 3.40

(a)

(b)

means females in the age group as & of
total village population.

means females in the age group as 8 of
total female population of tne village.
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existing female labour-time would be needed to car-
ry out the existing household activities, and that
the other 50% could be diverted to other forms of
productive work (provided of course that such em=-
ployment could be generated).

6. The requirements for household work could be
even further decreased if certain simple technolog-
ical facilities could be provided. Rural women are
plagued by time-consuming chores such as fetching
fresh-water and dehusking paddy with the "dhenki",
which could be conserved by providing running water
on a communal basis, using dehusking machines, pro-
viding nurseries for children, etc. [1, 2,13, 14,15,
16]. Under conditions of conducive social change
and organization, 75% of female labour services
could be available for work other than household
activities.

7. The above discussion, concerned with the po-
tential level of female labour may have given the
misleading impression that women do not do outside
work. This is far from true. Indeed there are women
in Bangladesh's villages who are fully employed by
others or are in self-employment in sectors where
the total output is aimed at the market. Table 2
provides a list of female workers in various income
-earning occupations in the three villages. While
the numbers of such workers are small compared to
the labour force, they indicate a definite compo-
nent of non-household iancome-earning female activ-
ity which could be expanded in the future.

8. The intensity and diversity of the workload
of village women can be seen from the following
case studies taken from the village Shangkhomala
[14] . Ramiza Khatoon, aged about 30, is a young
widow who has to provide for herself. She has kept
her only son as a domestic servant in the household
of a neighbouring rich farmer. For 9 months of the
year she collects wood from the neighbouring forest
and sells it at the Dohazari market a few miles
away. She starts early, devoting the morning to



Village Study Group 9

TABLE 2

INCOME~-EARNING OCCUPATIONS FOR FEMALES
IN THREE VILLAGES

Number of Female Workers

Occupations® Shangkhomala Kongshogram Radhashyampur
Domestic

services@ 5 1 6
Paddy-

husking@ 1 - 2
Agricultural

wage labourd 1 - -
Unspecified

wage labour?d - 3 -
Weaving fish-

ing net@ 2 - -
Cowgirla 1 - -
House-tutord 3 - -

Firewood col-
lection from

forestb 6 - -
Vegetables

collectionb 1 - -
Unspecified

small tradeb - 1 -
Agriculture® 9 8 3
Fruit-growing® 1 - -
Poultry-

keeping© 2 - -
Bquingd 4 4 -

*Occupations listed with (a) against them means
that in these occupations employment is given by
others while (b) means that people are self-employed
in these occupations. Occupations with (c) are ones
which are sources of income and do not lead to em-
ployment--these are attributed to women when they
are the heads of family and the assets of the family
are under their supervision; (d) is begging, which
obviously is not a source of employment but is con-
sidered a source of income, given our social system,
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wood collection and the afternoon to transportation
and sale. Her normal work day exceeds 12 hours.
During the other months of the year, particularly
peak periods in agricultural activity, she works as
a wage labourer. Her tasks include separation of
paddy from paddy plants using legs (under heavy
rains), separation of paddy from paddy plants using
cows, transplanting paddy plants and domestic work.

9. Similarly, Islama Khatoon works as a teacher
of religious lessons for village children. Her hus-
band is also a teacher at the Local Primary School.
The village also has a lady homoeopath, Shova Rani
Jaldas.

10. The domestic activities (conventionally non-
income earning) of women are also varied and inten-
sive. Ellen Sattar has provided a painstaking and
detailed picture of such activities for one year in
one village [1]. '

TABLE 3

PROFICIENCY IN MOTHERTONGUE OF THE FEMALES
IN THREE VILLAGES

Proficiency Shangkhomala Kongshogram Radhashyampur

No profi-

ciency 21 16 17
Speak only 224 162 283
Speak & read 4 10 5

Speak, read
& write 21 17 33

Not avail-
able 2 - 1

Total 272 205 339
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TABLE 4

LEVEL OF FORMAL EDUCATION OF THE FEMALES
IN THREE VILLAGES

Level of

Education Shangkhomala Kongshogram Radhashyampur
No education 246 171 296
Class V or

below 23 28 25
Class VI to

Class IX 2 2 13
Magtab+t

education - - 1

Primary level

Madrasaht
education - - 1
N.A.* 1 4
Total 272 205 339

tMagtab and Madrasah refer to Islamic religious
education.

*N.A. or Not Available means that information on
these people could not be collected.

11. The prospective level of skilled female
manpower largely depends on the levels of educa-
tional attainment. Tables 3 and 4 will illustrate
that such levels are dismally low for the three
study villages [14,15,16j. This is simply because
of the lack of conducive social values and opportu-
nities, not from reluctance on the part of women.
In Ellen Sattar's study, 91% of village wamen
wanted their daughters to finish primary school
[1]. Given that most of the best female minds of
the nation do not even get the opportunity to go to
schrol, it would seem that marginal social product
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from incremental female education in rural areas
would exceed those for males.

12. However, potential levels of available
skilled female labour is in itself not much of an
encouraging factor, given the dismal levels of male
unemployment and underemplocyment in Bangladesh's
villages. Given that, increascd generation of rural
employment still remains the overwhelming question,
some contentions may be made regarding the devising
of employment policies with respect to men and
women. There are categories of work particularly
suited for either men or women, as well as others
which suit both. These non-substitutable and sub-
stitutable sectoxs should be identified. As agri-
cultural work provides a sector where male and fe-
male labour may be substitutable, one could propose
policies such that industries located in rural
areas could absorb male labour while the women
could work in the fields. During the peak periods
in agriculture, the men could help the women in the
fields. Such identification of factors on a local
basis could allow for increased use of the avail-
able female labour force without displacing male
workers.

13. The present estate of women in rural areas
seems to be such that their contribution is sub-
stantial and indispensable, without this being rec-
ognized by the menfolk and society in general, as
such. Potentially, too, the women could move out
into increasing participation in the productive la-
bour force provided sufficient employment for women
could be generated with appropriate localized plan-
ning. It would seem that women could have a fair
control over the means of production and the conse-
quential social status arising thereof, provided
forces of social change were conducive to such
transformed roles and participation.
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IVv. WOMEN AND DEVELOPMENT: GENERAL ASPECTS

1. Having looked at the actual and potential
contribution of rural women to productive activities
we now propose to look at various efforts at social
change and their effects on the role and status of
women. We shall concentrate here on either state-
sponsored development efforts or privately run in-
stitutional activities. The two subsequent sections
(V & VI) will deal respectively with detrimental and
beneficial factors. Case study materials will be
utilized and generalized policy implications will be
attempted.

2. It will be seen that issues cannot be con-
fined to technological and economic aspects of the
role of women in society. In other words, the evi-
dence itself will suggest that we look at the role
of women under the broader framework of moderniza-
tion and social change. This will be attempted in
Section VII.

3. It is also suggested that production and so-
cial relations are critical dictates regarding the
participation of women in social change. As such
these terms and conditions have to be discussed in
some detail and the policy decisions be made consis~
tent with the results of such analysis.

V. DETRIMENTAL PROCESSES AND IMPLICATIONS

1. The major indictment of development planning
to date in this context is that there is very little
indication of the awareness of women as a depressed
group, whose contribution and participation in such
efforts can be increased with conscious effort. This
"monosex" thinking is somewhat akin to the "mono-
crop" fetish about high-yielding rice in agricul-
tural productivity programmes [2].
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2. One of the consequences of mechanization in
the simple processing of agricultural products has
been the technological redundancy of female labour.
Replacement of paddy-processing work of women by
mills and parboiling equipment is a case in point
[2]. Such technological redundancy "raises the
spectre of the devaluation of women at a time when
there is some evidence that their economic status
may already be in decline" [2].

3. A third feature is the ironic process by
which "educated" and "acculturated" individuals be-
come unemployable in traditional sectors. A rural
woman, in the peasant household context, has to be,
of necessity, a hard worker. Prevailing social at-
titudes demand that education and marriage aspira-
tions lead to non-participation in manual household
work. However, the education she receives in the
rural educational system does not either make her
employable elsewhere. Such forms of systematically
generated structural unemployment for females need
to be discouraged.

4. "Still, until now, motherhood has offered a
role of social worth and women have been honoured
for breeding the labour force needed in agricul-
tural production” [2]. With the increasing realiza-
tion and propagation of the concepts of population
planning and smaller families, the traditional
ideal of motherhood is likely to be devalued and
underplayed. This relative devaluation of female
worth in the matrimonial market (whose objective
function may be texrmed as a socio-economic conglom=-
erate) is also confirmed by the growing importance
of 'groom price' with respect to 'bride price' or
dowry ([2]. Such trends can only be reversed by con-
scious and planned emphasis on the alternative pro~
ductive roles of women concerned with the denera-
tion and sustenance of human capital as well as
their increased participation in skilled profes=-
sions.
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5. There are other instances of more direct in-
tervention of conservative social forces to under-
mine the participation of women in development.
Shirley Lindenbaum cites two such instances in her
report [2]. One is the purdah restriction on women
which prevents them from participating in and hav-
ing control over vital economic activities such as
trade. This makes them structurally dependent on
related males. In the second instance, a women's
cooperative which has been evidently successful in
activities including marketing, is seen to come un-
der "moral criticism® from its (male) economic con-
tenders. The active women cooperators were accused
of an "immoral lifestyle." The pressure was such
that the women's cooperative was discontinued to
prevent the loss of participation and goodwill from
village men. This is a concrete example of the ac-
quiescence of a development agency to social con-
servatism (and established male economic interests)
and indicates the insidious and complex ways by
which an established social order (composed of
classes as well as sexes) operates to prevent the
emergence of forces which might conceivably
threaten its own values and prerogatives.

6. A further instance of such pressure to pre-
vent female education and population planning is
our study of the highly conservative Barisal vil-
lage, Char Shyamraj ([13]. Here the reactionary re-
ligious leadership went to the extent of proclaim-
ing that the devastating cyclone of November 1970
which nearly wiped out the child population of the
village was the expression of divine wrath at the
villagers' having accepted the sinful ways of fe-
male education and family planning measures. The
office of the family planning unit has since re-
mained closed. Here too is an expression of the
mechanisms of social pressure and ideological
brainwashing which form such major stumbling blocks
to the gradual emancipation of rural women.
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VI. BENEFICIAL PROCESSES AND IMPLICATIONS

l. The post-war years (1972 onwards) have seen
the advent of major private and state initiatives
to assist and train rural women in which "there is
an emphasis on economic self-support rather than
the distribution of charity . . ." [2).

2. The People's Health Centre, run by Dr.
Zafarullah, operates with young girls as paramedics
who are mostly unmarried and agcd 15-16; 50% of
them are local village girls. Similarly other pri-
vate agencies have developed programmes which train
rural women for employment (including self-employ-
ment) in light industries such as handicrafts and
sericulture which may be seen as adjuncts of the
agricultural economy. In Daulatkhan Thana in Bhola,
young school-going girls also operate as managers
of cooperatives, citing one instance where the
present unrelated educational system may be receiv-
ing worthwhile feedback from selfhelp programmes
for women [2].

3. Such documentation easily explodes (if such
explosion is at all necessary) the myth of the tra-
ditional aversion of women to social change. Rural
women are already working in responsible and execu-
tive capacities. What is required is appropriate
planning geared to accelerating and extending such
demonstrated abilities. Localized planning can help
in eradicating unnecessary structural unemployment
(arising from inappropriate education for females).
Conscious social organizations can delineate the
opportunity frontier for women, prescribing appro-
priate patterns for the selection of educational
and cultural alternatives. All this, of course,
requires political will and acumen of an order yet
to be demonstrated by any leadership to date. Pol-
itics and mass-level implementation brings in its
wake other considerations which give rise to mis-
givings as against an otherwise encouraging record
to date.
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VII. BROADER CONSIDERATIONS AND MISGIVINGS

1. The demonstration of the participation of
women in social change mentioned above are all
products of external initiatives and there is as
yet no instances of such activities on a self-gen-
erating and self-sustaining basis. These active
groups are either international or (national) é&lit-
ist in character. Heunce, there is no evidence as
yet that women's participation would either emerge
or continue if these "hothouse plants" cease to be
supported.

2. A second interesting feature is that women
from the Buddhist and Hindu Communities tend to be
much more active in these efforts in comparison to
the Muslim women who form, by and large, the pre-
dominant section of the rural womenfolk [2].

3. Since the encroachment of female participa-
tion in male job opportunities has not yet assumed
a threatening character, even in a small way, the
essential economic and social problems concerned
with the differentiation of productive roles by
sexes has not yet arisen. These however have to be
borne in mind as realistic possibilities in the fu-
ture.

4. We have seen earlier instances of the tradi-
tional order exerting pressure to prevent female
emancipation, particularly in the spheres of educa-
tion, trade, cooperative management, population
planning, etc. Such trends can only be opposed by
either populist movements at grass-root levels or
the imposition of state authority to foster these
ends with determination. While the former seems un-
realistic, the latter would require nothing less
than the assumption of power by a leadership which
is not subservient to the ruling orders of rural
Bangladesh.

5. Even enlightened notions of female emancipa-
tion as a basis for normal sexuality and a healthy,
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productive society is unlikely to be received sym-
pathetically by the traditional forces. It is pre-
cisely because of this that the emancipatory provi-
sions of the Family Law Ordinance is effectively
inoperative in rural Bangladesh and provides little
security for the fettered womenfolk.

6. A final complexity is introduced by the
fact that nct all women are united in the struggle
for female emancipation. The major consequences of
pervasive female participation in social change
would be to raise the price of cheap female labour
from the working wage-earning classes. This would
threaten the position of male and female employers
(particularly women in rich families accustomed to
a bevy of female servants as domestic help). Here
class conflict would become a genuine threat to the
united efforts for womer's emancipation.

7. Ultimately, we are thrown back to the con-
tention that the exploitation and degradation of
women forms a special case of the more general phe-
nomenon of exploitation in a class society. And it
is the material relations which dictate the ulti-
mate pattern of polarization in such situations of
social and political conflict. We see elsewhere
that the liberation of wcmen from the bonds of tra-
ditional society has historically been the products
of the overthrow of the imposing social order
through the use of organized resistance. While this
does not presently seem to be on the cards for
Bangladesh, one fails to see how else the necessary
social mobilization can take place to ensure effec-
tive success.

VIII. CONCLUSION

1. Women in Bangladesh work extremely hard,
whether or not society chooses to recognize their
efforts. However, we may not expect women for de-
velopment without development for women.
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2. Their increased participation is hence con-
ditional on increased opportunities and the genera-
tion of more emancipated social attitudes. These
are however unlikely since the emancipation of
women will in the ultimate analysis affect the ma-
terial interests of the present ruling social or-
der. This order is adept at the use of selective
extra-legal violence and general intimidation for
maintenance of its material and political authority
including the occasional dishonourment of the sta-
tus of women [10]. Change can only be expected as a
consequence of the purposive decimation of this
conservative and reactionary order. This in its
turn cannot happen without the emergence of such
political power as is capable of contending with
organized repression. The emancipation of the rural
women thus seems inextricably bound up with the
progressive (if not revolutionary) transformation
of the social order of rural Bangladesh.
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