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The CEDA Status of \JQmen. Proj ect was a multidisciplinary
Research endeavor carried out by Tribhuvan Univers i ty' s
Centre for Economic Development and Admimistration (CE~)
UDder a grant fram the United States Agency for International
Development (USAID). The overall purpose of the proj ect as
stated in the project agreement between His Majesty's
Government and USAID was

" ... to collect and generat:e information Gn the
status and roles of a representative range of
Nepalese women in order tG support planning to
facilitate the increased integratiGn of women
intG the natiGnal development prGcess."

To achieve this broad purpGse both secGndary and primary
research was carried out in consecutive phases. Phase I was
devoted tG collection and analysis of available secGndary data
on N~palese women in a number of specific areas which helped
the proje:t team to clarify its research Gbjectives for the
second phase comprising the field work. It alsG resulted in
the publication of the following monographs comprising the
VGlume ! Background Report ~ the Status of Women in Nepal:

1.

2.

3.

4.

5.

Statistical Profile of Ne1alese Women: ~ Critical
Review, Volume I, Part I by Meena Ach.arya)

Tradition and Change in the Ltgal Status of Nepalese
WGmen, Volume I, Part-Z -r&y ynn Bennett with assistance
from Shilu Singh)

Institutions Concerning Women in Nepal, Volume I, Part
3 (by Bina Pradhan)

Annotated Bibliograph~ on Women in Nepal, Volume I,
Part 4 (by Indira M..hrestha)

Integration of Women in Devel~ment:.The£!!! of Nepal,
Volume I, Part 5 (by i51ishkar j ReeJiI)

The present stu1(IY is the outcome of the Proj ect'~· Phase
II which was intendel~ " ... to develop methodolGgies and
implement pilot sociJ-economic case studies of women in
traditional rural communities." Altogether eight separate
village studies on the Status of Women were carried out by
the project researchers in the following communities:



Region/District

ii

Comnnmity Researcher

1.

2.

3.

4.

5.

6.

7.

8.

Eastern Terai
(Dha...'"1usha)

Central Middle Hills
(Sindhu PalCJ.1owk)

Kathmandu Valley
(Lalitpur)

Central Middle Hills

Western High
MG~tains (Mustang)

Eastern Middle Hills
(Sankhuwa Sea.bha)

Far Western Inner­
Terai (Dang
Deokhuri)

Far Western Middle
Hills (Rolpa)

Maithili Meena Acharya
(Mixed Castes)

Tamang Indira M. Shrestha

Newar Bina Pradhan
(Jyapu +
Others)

Parbatiya Lynn Bennett
(Brahman ,
Chhetri, and
low caste
Sarki)

BaragaGnle Sidney Schuler
(Tibetan-
Speaking
People)

Lohrung Rai Charlotte Hardman

Tharu Drone Rajaure

Kham Magar Augusta Molnar

Using both in-depth anthropological methods and quantita­
tive survey techniques the researchers gathered comparative
data on women's economic role ~ld their status in the family
and wider social group. Of particular importance in the
project's effort to document the economic contribution of
rural women was the observational time allocation study
which ea~h researcher conducted as part of his or her field­
work.

The present monographs are the parts of the Volume II,
Status of Women Field Studies Series which includes eight
village-Stu~ieswritten by the individual researchers. It
also consists of a ninth monograph which analyses the
aggregate data and summarizes the major findings of the
village studies. The ninth monograph is an attempt to
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distill the policy implications of the Phase I and Phase II
findings and provide guidelines for a National Pl~n of Action
to increase both the producti\ri ty and the status of Nepalese
women.

It is our sincere hope that this pioneer research work
on Status of Nepalese Women will contribute positively
towards promoting equality of sexes in the NepalesE society.

All the members of the project team deserve thanks for
their admirable research endeavor.

Dr. Govind Ram Agrawal
Executive Director

February, 1981
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METHODOLOGICAL FOREWORDI

Research Objectives and Theoretical PersFe~tives

This monograph is part of the Volume II field studies
series ,~ich represents the final outcome of a three year
research end~avor on the Status of Women in Nepal. As its
name indicates the genera! objecITve of tEe project ,,'as to
analyse and evaluate the role and status of Nepalese women.
In particular the project sought to focus on rural ,,~men

;md their relatioil to the development process. These
specific objectives entailed first of all, recognition of
the fact that Nepalese women are not a homogeneous group
anc secondly, a commitment to d~cument as accurately as
possible the actual contribution women make to the rural
economy. The result was a research design involving two
distinct phases. The first phase was to be an analysis based
on existing data of the macro-level variables affecting the
over-all socio-econo~ic position of women in Nepal. This
phase was completed with the publication of five monographs
in Volume 1.

The second phase was planned as a series of intensive
field studies on tte dynamics of the day to day life of
village women and the diversity of ways in which women's
roles and status have been defined by different ethnic groups
within Nepal. Specifically, the objectives set for the
second phase were tQ investigate those areas where the
existing information on rural women was either inadequate or
inaccurate.

Extended field studies were carried out to collect both
qaalitative and quantitative data on women in eight different
communities in various parts of Nepal. The development of a
unified methodological approach to be used in these eight
studies was made simpler by the fact that despite our varied

IFor fuller discussi0n of the theoretical perspectives
on which the Status of WOIDen study is based and af the
methodologies used in-data collection see Chapter I of the
Aggregate Analysis (Acharya and Bennett), The Rural Women of
~el?d+: An. Aggre&iie Analysis and Swnmary enighfi yi!la;e -

eu ~es, V~ , Part g, C~D.A., TriBhuvan -n1vers~ty,
Klrtipur, Kathmandu. (1981).
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backgrounds as economists, linguists and anthropologists all
the project team members shared the basic theoretical
assuzt.ption that the concept of "women's stat".:.ls" could not be
treated as a unitary construct having a single explanation.
(See, Aggregate Analysis).

It was one of our central hypotheses that, cespite the
title of our project, it is misleading to sp~ak of the status
of women -- even within a single group. We expectea-that if
we looked carefully enough, our studies of the various
co~ities in Nepal would all reveal a good deal of ambi­
guity in the relations between the sexes. Specifically, we
expected that w~men's status vis-a-vis men (in a given
community) wouli vary with women's many roles and the
contexts within ,,'Iot.ich these roles .ire enacted. Since status
is a function of t~e power, aut~ority and prestige attached
to a given role by s0ciety and sir-ce everyone, male and
femal~, must enact a nurrber of different roles in the course
of a lifetime (or indeed in a single day or even simulta­
neously at a given instant), we would expect the status of
anyone individual -- or any social category like male or
female -- to be a complex configuration arising from these
many roles and the various powers, limitations and the
perceivea values assigned to them.

From the point of view of development, it is our convic­
tion that an effective integration of rural women into the
development process rr.ust begin with a clear-eyed vision and
an unbiased anderstanding of who these women are, what they
do and what t~e~ want. We musFlmow not only whereP1ey are
vulneraore-an Ln-need of support, but also where they are
strong so that this strength can be further encouraged.

Research Design and ~ethodoloey

To address these issues we needed an approach that would
allow us to errbrace the complexity of the phenomena of sexual
stratification which we expected to -- and did -- encounter
during our extended fieldwork. We decided that for purposes
of data collection and for the initial stages of analysis we
would distinguish the following "dimensions" of women's
status:

1. Economic
2. FaD1ilial
3. Political/Con~unity
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4. Educational
5. Legal
6. Ideological/Religious

In formulating these "dimensions" we ",~e":'e influenced by
Giele's (l976) typology of six major life options or areas
of control or access to opportur.ity a5 determinants of
wn.men's over-all status. w~ modified the categories to make
our "dimensions" Dlcre appropriate to the context of village
Nepal and more useful to our basic focus on development
issues. Yet we knew from the beginning -- and it became
even clearer during the course of field~ork -- that all the
dimensions overlapped in numerous ways and that the divisions
we had made ~ere ultimately arbitrary. Almost all of us have
ended up reorganizing the dimensions in the course of
analyzing and w~iting up the data from our respective
villages. Perhaps the main value of the "six dimensions" was
to encourage each of us to look into aspects of village
reality and the proble~ of women's status that are not
usually dealt with in detail by our particular discipline.

In order to capture the diversity of the Nepalese
situatic:n and the multiplicity of factors affecting women's
status it was necessary to make several departures from
convention in our approach to the collection of field data.

The first departure was in the weight given to the
cultural variable in the choice of survey sites. It is our
conviction that the gender systems which essentially define
male and female and cheir roles and relationships to each
other within a particular ethnic group are socially
constructed. This is not to deny that biological ~nd eco­
logical factors influence 'Women's status and the relationship
between the sexes. Eut it does n,ean that we must look beyond
such factors if we are to either to account for the marked
cross cultural variation in human gender systenis or to fully
comprehend the dynami~s of the female role in any ~articular

culture.

This conviction led the research team to atter~t to
cover in depth as many cultural groupings a& possible within
the resource constraint of the project. As a result eight
communities were covered in the second phase.

Despite our emphasis on the importance cf cultural
factors we did not want to underestimate the role of economic
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variables in the determination of women's status. It has
been one of our hypotheses that substantial improv~ent in
the economic status of a household might well be accompanied
by an actual deterioration of status of w~men vis-a-vis ~en

in that household (Acharya 1979). Therefore, for analytical
purposes, we have classified all our quantitative data
according to the economic strata. By inter-strata comparison
we hoped to ascertain the role of economic factors in
determining the status of women versus men.

All the sample households have been classified into
three economic strata: top, middle and bottom. Inco~e

rather than property has been taken as a basis for this
economic strat:tfication. We considered income to be a better
indicator of the a~tual economic well-being of the household
than land holding since land is only one of the sources of
income. In fact, although the landed gentry retains ~uch of
its former prestige and influence as a vestige of traditional
systems of social stratification, in many parts of Nepal the
landed gentry appears to be losing its economic predominance.
Members of the emerging trading or bourgeois class are in
many cases economically better off than the landed gentry.
Moreover, classification rf households according to land
holdings alone would not capture the economic differentiation
between landless but relatively well off businessmen and
professionals on the ~ne hand, and marginal farrr.ers and land­
less laborers on the other.

Another consideration in economic classification in the
current analysis is that the sample households have been
stratified according to village economic standards and not
national or international standar~~. The economic stratum of
each household was determined on the basis of household
production and income data. Using the average 1977 per
capita income for Nepal of Rs. 1320 or $ 110 given by the
Asian ~evelopment Bank (~ey Indicators of Deve~oping ~femb~E

Countr1es of ADB, Econom1C Office, Asian Development Bank,
~ X. No.1, April 1979, p. 157) as the mid-point we
established the middle stratum as being all those households
whose per capita income was within 25% (or Rs. 330) below or
above the national average. Thus our cut off points were
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Rs. 990
l
for the bottom stratum ar.d Fs. 1650 for the top

stratum.

The second n:.ethodological departure in our research
design was the decision to use a balanced ~70 pronged
approach incorporating both in-depth anthropOloyi~al and
quantitative survey methods. This was a natura outcome of
our equal concern to un2erstand the cultural and the
economic variables affecting wcmen's status.

Qualitative Data Gatherinc

The most i~portant element in our approach to qualita­
tive data gathering was sim~ly living with the people we
wanted to learn about. Each research~r became a resident of
the comrr~nity he or she ~as studying, living with a local
family and practicing techniques of participant observation
and the unstructured interview with key informants. The
period of fieldwork ranged from six months to several years
(in the case of the co-operating anthropologists who had
already been engaged in their own dissertation research in
their cOrnDlunities). All the team members were fluent in
Nepali and five of the~ were also ablE to coremunicate easily
in the local language as well. This they reported ~as

especially important, not only because it enabled them to
understand casual con~er.ts and conversation in the family

lInterestingly in 7 out of the eight villages ~his defi­
nition gave us the expected distribution between bottom,
middle and top stratum households. In Kagbeni however, all
but two of the households were found to be in the top
strata. Although the people of Kagbeni do appear to be
doing relatively well economically, it should also be
remembered that the prices of basic food supplies and other
con~odities are very much higher in Kagbeni than in other
areas studied so the increased income may not necessarily
result in increased purchasing power or a higher standard of
living. For the village ~onograph, the Kagbeni population
was re-classified by the researcher into 3 economic strata
applicable to the village. For aggregate analysis the
original strata definition was retained.
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where they lived, cut also becaus: in several villages l

communication v!ith 'W-ou:en in partit:ular yiould have been
severely limited had the research,:r not been a1: Ie to speak
the local language.

To guide the collection of descriptive, in-depth infor­
mation a Field Hanual was prepared containing sets of
"leading questions" for each of tr.e six dimensions. Tr,e
Manual also contained "Key Informant Scbedules i

• on certain
topics such as =hild rearing practices,l legal awareness and
kinship terminology where the number of people interviewed
was not as important as having good ra~port with the infor­
mant and being a sensitive listener. fhe Manual also
included practical suggestions abo·~t how researchers might
go about indirectly collecting cer~ain t~Fes of sensitive
information as well as how to informall~' cross check the
qucntitati~e survey data which they were also responsible for
gathering.

IThe ~1aithili speaking women in Sirsia, and the Tharu
women in particular were unfamiliar with Nepali. Kham
speaking Magar women, the Lohorung Rai, Newar and Tarnang
women and the Tibetian speaking women of Baragaon were fluent
in Nepali but of course preferred communicating in their own
language. Nepali was the ~other tongue in only one of the 8
sites.

2The schedule used by the teanl was a revised version of
one prepared by Mrs. Basundara Dungal of CNAS and generously
shared with the Status of Women team.

3For further background on the type of qualitative data
sought and approaches used see Field Manual: Guidelines for
the Collection and Analysis of Data on tne Status of Women
in Rural Nepalese-Communitie~Centre-for Economic-oevelopment
and AdminIStration (eRDA), Tribhuvan Uni\rersity, Kirtipur,
Kathmandu, Nepal. 1979. (found Mimeo) .
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Quantitative Data Collectiun

Site Selection and Sample Size

The sites for the eight village studies ~ere purposively
selected according to ethnic group and g~graphic area
(Mountain, Hill and Terai). The map (Figure i) S~lOWS the
locati0us of the research sites and the communities included.

Within each villagel a random sample of 35 households
was selected making a total of 280 households in all. In
three of the villages (Sirsia, Bulu and Bakundol) which were
of mixed caste populations the sarrple was stratified by
caste. Within this sample a sub-sample of 24 households in
each village was rand0,ly selected for the observational
time allocation study. Households were defined to include
all members who ate from the same kitchen3 and who had lived
ill the village for at least 0 months during the previOl:s year.

Survey :nstruments

The team developed a series of survey instruments to
generate quantitative information on the following aspects
of the sample population:

lBy "village" we r~fey. to a traditional residential unit
locally known and named as such rather than to the larger
administrative unit or panchay~ which generally consists of
several villages and is usualry-too large and unwieldy to
study in depth.

2A smaller sample was selected for the Time Allocation
Study because our methodology required that certain sub­
groups of households be visited on alternate days within the
period of one hour. We were concerned that we would not be
able to visit more than six households within an hour so we
limited the sample to 4 groups of six or 24 households.
With the wisdom of hindsight we now realize that we could
have visited more'houses in an hour and included the entire
35 household population in the Time Alloc3tion Study.

310. the case of communities like the Kham Magar where
some family members spent extended periods in the families'
high pasture dwelling, eating from the same kitchen meant
sharing household food supplies.
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1. Demographic Variables: Besides the conventional demo­
graphic data on individuals suc~ as sex, age, ~arital status,
fertility history, education and literacy, this set of infor­
maticn includes data on ~arital history, type and forms of
marriage, short-term mobility of household members as well
as each individual's kinship position (relation to the
household head) within the family. At the h0usehold level,
information has been collected on the caste/clan and lineage
identity cf the households, composition of the households
and family struct~re.

2. Time Use Data: Observational time use data was
collected for all members of the sa~ple housel~lds. (To be
discussed below) .

3. Income and Production: An attempt was made to capture
the total household production with a detailed structured
set of schedules matching the time-use categories. Five
schedules were used each on different categories of income namely,
agricultural ~roduction, industrial products and processed
food, other production, (such as kitchen ga.rdening, hunting
and gathering) income from capital assets and wage/salary
and income transfers.

4. Ecusehold Assets: The schedule on property holdings
included questions on household property as well as personal
property. It also included questions on rights of disposal
of joint fa~ily property. The scr.edule was devised in
detail to capture all likely items of household and personal
assets including conventional items like land and ani~als,

cash ba~k deposits as well as jewellery and valuable cloth­
ing, household utensils. furniture etc. There was also a
schedule on women's independent income and their use of
these earnings.

5. Credit: Arcess to and use of credit by men and women.

6. Ern~lo~ent: Employment opportllnities and attitudes
toward ~if~rent kinds of work ar.d employmer.t outside the
horre differentiated by sex.

7. Exchanges at t1arriage: Exchanges of cash, goods and
labor between affinal fan~ilies as part of the formalizaticn
of n,arriage.

8. Literacy and Education Levels: Educational attainment
and attitudes to male and female education.
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9. Social Ima~: Male/Female stereotypes and qualities
appreciated in D:rfdes and grooms.

10. Women's Political Consciousness and Communitt Partici­
tation: Awareness of lo,.:al, district and nationa political
igures. voting records, panchayat meeting attendance,

attitudes tOward and involvement in extension and dEvelop­
ment activiti.es.

11. Household Decision Makin~: This included seven
different schedules covering ~ecision making in tl.e follow­
ing areas: a) Household labor allocation, b) Agriculture,
c) Cash and kind expenditure (food, gifts, travel. medicine
etc.), d) Investment, e) Borrowing, f) Disposal of
family food production, g) Disposal of other family
resources.

It should be mentioned that data collection on personal
property was problematic but instructive. In the process of
interviewing we learned that the concept of "personal
property" was ambiguous and irrelevant to the villagers.
The data on exchanges in marriage were also found to be too
complex for quantification in the way we had envisioned.

The project's questionnaires on decision making
represent another innovation in data collection techniques.
In these forms we avoided general questions such as "who
makes decisions about buying clothing 7" Instead for each
category of decision we asked what particular transactions
or purchases had taken place in the past two weeks, month
or year (depending on how important and frequent the type of
transaction). After writing down the particular item
decided (i.e. the sale of a hen, the taking of Rs. 500 loan
or the purchase of a new cooking pot), we then asked
questions about the stages of the decision making process.
For each decision made we asked who had initiated it or
suggested the idea, who had been consulted, who had finally
executed the decision (and in the process decided the amount
of money to spend for the purchase or to accept for the
sale) and who if anyone had subsequently disagreed with the
decision made. Since we are particularly interested in
women's role in decision making and knew that in most
communities men would be the culturally accepted "decision
makers" in most spheres, we specifically adu:inistered this
series to adult women -- trying whenever we could to talk to
them when senior males were not present.
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The fourth and most important departure from convention
was our attempt to capture the full subsistence production
of the household. The inadequacy of conventional statistics
for the measurement of household production and subsequently,
the contribution of women to household subsistence in
developing countries, has been discussed by various authors
(Boserup 1970, Lele 1975). Acharya (1979) discussed these
issues in the specific context of Nepal in Volume I, Part 1
of the present Status of Women Project. For the field
studies we tried to capture physical production within the
household to the maximurr extent. TIlis is reflected in the
detailed schedules on household production and food process-·
ing. Moreover we realize the importance of other activities
within the household for the maintenance and reproduction of
the household and have generated data on the time use
patterns of all members within the household.

Collection of data on production of physical goods
involved problems of valuation for aggregation. There are
several alternative methods by which these goods can be
valued. Most writers however, agree t~at for valuation of
physical goods the use of market price or replacement cost
is best. Since we had no intention of valuing the services
produced within the household (1. e. services such as a
mother's care for her o~~ children for which we do not feel
economic valuation is appropriate or feasible),we adopted a
combination of first and third methods in valuation of the
goods produced for household consumption. Traded goods
were valued at the prevailing market pr;ce. Since much of
the food processing involved home produced raw materials, the
following procedure was adopted for the valuation of food
processing done at home. The market cost of raw materials
(e.g. paddy) and cash and kind cost involved in processing
(milling charges if any) were deducted from the total marlret
value of processed good (husked rice in this case) and the
difference taken as the income generated by food processing
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within the household.

Ncn-traded goods like dried green vegetables were valued
at the price of the cheapest vegetable in the off-season.
Th~s a conservative replacement cost approach was adopted for
valuation of these goods.

The Time Allocation Study (TAS)

TIle Time Allocation Study (TAS) 'tol.7as in many ways the
central component of the project's attempt to assess the
actual economic contribution of rural ~~men. Analysis of the
available macro-level statistics, such as for exa~p1e, 1abcr
force participation rates, in the first phase of the project
(Acharya, 1979) revealed the inadequacy of conventional
statistics for the Rssessment of women's real economic role
in Nepalese villages. Therefore, in order to support long
range economic planning, to stimulate the reformulation of
government policy on v;'omen and to provide the kind of
detailed, area specific information necessary for the
incorporation of women into rural development programs, the
team decided that micro-level data on ~Tomen' s work should be
gathered to supplement the existing national level
statistics.

We were particularly interested in the nen-marYet,
subsistence secter of the economy: the sector which is
least amenable to conventional medes of economic ~easurement

and y;here we hypothesized ~?omen' s input to be the greatest.

1 .It should be noted that the value added ~ncome from
food processing activities such as liquor making, grinding,
husking etc. was not included in the household income
calculations used-r0r determining economic strata. This is
because the Asian Development Bank's per capita income
figure used as a median for our stratification procedure was
liOt based on such detailed accounting of home production
InCome. The considerable amount of such income earned by
these activiries would have inflated the per capita income
ef the sample households relative te the national average.



xix

This led us to focus on the household and to attemnt to
me ..'sure holY" its members -young and old, male and female­
use ~heir time in productive versus renroductive activities.
In fact, we felt that the whole question of what i~

"urocuctive" activity -- the whole definition of work
itself -- needed to be reassessed on the basis of-rresh
observation of what village famili~s do with their ~ime to
meet and if possible to surrass, their subsistence needs.

Ue adopted our methodology from an unpublished paper
by Johnson (1974) 1 who had used the "spot check" techn5.Que
of randomly timed household observations to gather tin~e .
allocation date on the ~achiguenga community in ~outh ~merica.

Thi s method may be described in the following stages:

1. Preparation of 3 detailed list of activities and their
definitions is the first step in any attewPt towards data
collection on time allocation. A structured list of
activities is a must for preserving uniformity in the defin5.­
tion of activities. Our list included 97 activities classi­
fied in 12 major categories. 2

2. Selection of the sample households in the survev sites
(which had already been selected as discussed above)' was the
next step. In villages with strict caste distinctions the
househclds were classified according to the caste for sampl­
ing purooses and a random selection of households made within
each group. Thus the caste distribution of the village
households was alsc reflected in the samnle distribution.

3. These 24 sample households were divided into four grouDs
(A, B, C & D) of six households each. Eac~l p;roup consisted
of six households because that was thoD£ht to be- the maximum
number of households which could be vi1=;ited by the researchers

lThe findings of this study appeared in published form
in 1975 as "Time Allocation in a Machiguenga Community" IN
Ethnology 14:301-10.

2For complete list of all 97 sub-activities see Field
Manual (CF:DA 1979), Appendix VI or The Fural ,"-Tomen of Nepal:
An Aggregat~ Analysis and Summary or-Fignt Village Studies,
Vol. II, Part 9. (Acharya and Bennett, 1981T.
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within the specified hour. The researchers visited two
groups of households each day at two different hours which
\~re determined in advance by random selection. Each group
of households was thus visited on alternative days for a
period of six months in four villages and one year in
another four villages.

We had wanted to cover the full agricultural cycle for
all the village studies to obtain a complete record of the
seasonal variation in women's and men's workloads. However,
because of the limited time and funding available, the CEDA
staff team members working in Sirsia, Sukrawar, Pulu and
Katarche were cnly able to observe their sample households
over a six month period. Fortunately we were able to time
the field research to encompass most of the agricultural
busy season a.nd a portion of the winter slack seaion. The
Kagbeni study was carried out over an eight month period
and the remaining three studies (in Thabang, Pangma and
Bakundol) cover a full year.

The hours of daily visits for each r,roup of households
were selected randomly 2rom within the universe of a 16
hour (4 a.m. to 8 p.m.) day for 26 weeks. Thus each

lThis study was planned to cover a full year cut had to
be suspended when the research assistant, havin~ been mistaken
for one of the parties in 3 local faction, was murdered. Pis
death was not related in any way to his role as a research
assistant and theoretically someone else could have been
trained to carryon the work. However, by the time the
~eneral shock and disruption caused by the murder ha~ subsided
in the community there had already been too long a ~ap in the
data collection and the principal researcher decided to
suspend the study.

2 In Kagbeni the researcher was unable to visit families
before six a.m. because of the large Tibetian mastifs ~mich

are let loose at ni~ht to protect households against thieves.
Only after they are chained in the morning is it feasible to
venture out and visit horoes. Therefore the period of obser­
vation for this village was only 14 hours. Similarly the
researcher in Sukhrawar village ~:as able to begin his obser­
vation at 5 a.m. and covered only a 15 hour oeriod. The
reason we set our starting time so early is that we knew that
in many communities women grind their flour at this time and
also that during the summer months both men and wo~en may
begin work in the fields well before 6 a.m.
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household was visited 78 times in six month studies and 156
times in one year studies. Total number of households
covered in eight villages was 192. (For details on para­
meters of each field study see attached Figure ii).

4. The field workers were provided with Form ~ A'
(attached) and Code Sheets. Their job was to visit the
households during the pre-determined hours (a chart of
which was providid to them) and check the appropriate box
on the Form 'A 1 • Form' A' has a precoded and predefined
activity list on th€ "ertical column and person code of
the household members on the horizontal line. Field workers
were as~ed to write the name of the household members in the
horizontal line against appropriate person codes before
visiting the hcuseho1ds. (For more detailed discussion, see
Aggregate Analysis).

The data collected by this method represented the
frequency of observations of a given activity within the
time horizon used. This was taken as the frequency of time
distribution and the resulting time allocation data derived.
There is an explicit assumption in this jump (which is
supported by statistical probability) that if people devote
in general more time to activity A than to activity B, people
will be observed more times performing activity ~ than B.
This data does not provide information on time intensity of
operation A compared to operation B.

In other words, it was assumed if people spend more
time cooking than washing their hands, we would encounter
more people who were cooking at the moment of our spot check
than people who were washing their hands. This assumption
is valid provided the group of households being visited
within the hour are more or less homo~eneous in their major
activity pattern.

lAs with Johnson's study our aim was to record "what
each member of the household was doing before they became
aware of our presence.... vfuen members were absent, but
nearby we went to observe them -- otherwise we reli.ed on
informant testimony about the activities of absent members,
verifying where possible". Researchers report that other
family members generally gave an accurate account 0f what
members were doing.



TABLE i

PARAMETERS OF RESEARCH DESIGN FOR THE CEDA/STATUS OF WOMEN TIME ALLOCATION STUDIES

Code No. 115 121 123 124 226 228 217 239

Village KAGBENI PANGMA THABANG RAKUNDOL BULU KPTARCHE SUKRAWAR SIRSIA All
Villages

Ethnic Group Baragaonle Lohorung Rai Kham Magar Parbatiya Newar Ta,lang Tharu Maithili

l. Daily period from
which observation 14 hrs. 16 hrs. 16 hrs. 16 hr3. 16 hrs. 16 hrs. 15 hrs. 16 hrs. Variespoints were
randomly chosen

2. Number of months !:l mo. 12 mo. 12 mo. 12 mo. b mo. b mo. f, mo. f, mo. Variesobserved (34 wks.) (52 wks.) (52 wks.) (52 wks.) (26 wks.) (26 wks.) (26 wks.) (2f> wks.) .-
3. Starting Dates 1 Jan. 78 26 Feb. 78 27 Feb. 78 26 Feb. 78 1 Au!". 78 4 Aug. 78 25 Jan. 79 31 Jul. 78

~ Number of Sample 24 24 24 24 24 24 24 24 192households
Sampre-pQpulation --------

5. 110 123 133 146 115 119 307 168 1221

Ir
-8E!..-TA~_ st~~L --.,-1------ f-. ----- JrandOrilo servation points
per week per 3 3 3* 3 3 3 3 3 times per
household week

I. Total observatIons (34x3) (52x3) (52x3) {52x3) (26x3) (2f,x3) (26x3) (26x3)per oerson in each Varies
village 102 156 156 156 78 78 78 78

8. Approximate total -- -- I--.

number of observa- 11220 19188 20748 22776 8970 9282 23946 13104 129234
tions per village

* Dr. Molnar the Researcher w0rking in Thabang actually made 6 visits a week to each household and collected twice the
number of observations on each individual. This "double data" however. has not been included in the ag~reJ~ate study.
Through an analysis of this data at a future time th~ Rpsearcher hones to eva1u~te whether an increased number of
obse~vation points has any affect on the time allocation oat terns that emerge.
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Monograph Content and Format

Although in a certain sense the Field Manual and the
quantitative survey instruments provided a broad analytical
framework for the data collection effort, the extent of the
analytical uniformity intended for the village studies
should perhaps be clarified. This is especially nece8sary
with regard to the qualitative aspect where a great d~al of
flexibility in terms of both data collection and inter­
pretation was expected and in fact, encouraged. The Field
Manual was intended to ensure that certain basic information
was gathered on all six "dimensions" while a~lowing the
individual researchers to concentrate their attention on
those areas which particularly interested them or which
emerged as central to understanding the status of women in
the community where they worked. Thus each team member has
organized his or h~r material in a different way to address
those theoretical issues which he or she felt to be the most
important from among those discussed in the Manual.

The quantitative data gathered through the questionnaires
and schedules were of course uniform for all villages. The
same surveys were administered at each research site and a
~et of standard tabulations were prepared for all villages.
Nevertheless, the final decision as to which statistics or
tables to incorporate in each monogra~h and how to interpret
them was left to the individual author. Some have relied
heavily on their quantitative data and in the course of their
analysis developed new ways to present it in tabular or
graph form. Others have preferred to concentrate on the
presentation and analysis of their qualitative data gathered
through participant observation To facilitate comparison
between thf villages a standard set of tables on demographic
and socio-economic aspects of each community have been
included in the Appendices of the sunnnary and aggregate
analysis monograph.

R.esearch Team

Status of Women Project

CEDA
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INTRODUCTION

The current study is one in the series of eight case
studie~ envisaged under the Status of Wocen Project in
Nepal. The major objectives of this particular case study
have been to (1) assess and evaluate the role and status
of women in Maithili soc:ety vis-a-vis men, (2) to analyze
the status and role of women in this society in the context
of development policies and progranmles, and (3) to indicate
the scope and direction for future work towards integrating
~~ithili women into the developrr:ent process.

The first cr.apter introduces the reader to the
village and culture. The three following chapters are
addressed to the evaluation of the status and role of women
in Maithili society. The ~econd chapter describes th€
cultural and socio-religious aspects of women's role and
status. The third chap~er tries to measure the contribution
of women to the household welfare anc the fourth chapter
deals with the dirnension of power and authority of women
in this society.

Most of the methodological aspects of this study were
covered in the conmon introduction to this series. Within
the general theoretical perspective of the project, however,
there are certain specific points which need to be re­
ecphasised for this analysis. One such point which needs
furth€r discussion is the distinction between the two
teu1s "role" and "status". This distinction is crucial to
the analysis of women's position in Naithili society. A
confusion between these terms might lead to conclusions
quite diverse from real power relations within the society.
This problem of confusi.on has been discussed in detail by
Buvinic (1976), and Ridley (n.d.). As Ridley points out
"status refers to the ranking of a social position in
terms of power, prestige anj esteem in comparison with
another or other social positions. Thus status is a
relative terD. Wilile role also refers to a social position,
it is defined either normatively or behaviorally. Role is
defined as an expected pattern of behavior or as an actual
pattern of behavior associated with particular social
position. In neither instance, however does the concept
of role imply a ranking". Similar status does not
necessarily imply similar roles. The status of a doctor
and an engineer in Nepalese society is similar but their
roles are quite different.

I



2

Status is a multi-dimensional ccncept and ~easurement

of status involves corr,plicated exercises in grading and
judgement. Sociologists differ widely as to the scales of
status measurement. (Duncan 1968, Giele 1977, Schlegel
1977). In this project the status has been ccnceived as
having six dimensions, i.e., familial, ecor.cmic, political.
legal, educational and ideological. For this case study,
however familial, educational and ideological/religious
di~ensions have been considered together. Furthermore the
political/coorr-unity and legal aspects of women's status
have all been addressed in a single chapter, as all these
categories are directly related to the issues of power and
authority. Socio-cultural images and role expectations and
the esteem, prestige and social authority attached to the~

go into the forn,ation of socio-cultural status. In a Hindu
society where religion is also a way of life, socio-cultural
status is also inseparable from ideological and religious
images. I tend to agree with SDcck (1977) in grouping all
these factors together. According to her, the aspects of
culture most important in cleternlining the "nature and scope
of roles of Uien and women" are (1) images of women (v.7hich
might be spiritual, sexual, intellectual and managerial or
other), (2) the differences perceived between men ar.d ~mnen,

(3) the definitions of the kinds of relationships possible
and desirable between men and women, (4) the degree of
concern with ferr:ale sexuality and purity, and (5) norms of
division of labor.

Economic status, on the other hand, is a measurable
concept and may be decomposed into several indicators such
as ownership of wealth and property, opportunity for
participation in occupations of higher status, level of
income and control over income, etc.

Political status also is a composite indicator and
may be measured in terms of power, authority and autonomy
in different spheres of life. It is very important to
make a distinction between power and authority in the
analysis of social stratification. These categories may
be best defined in Schlegel's (1977) terms: "power is
ability to exert control (legitimate or illegitimate),
authority is socially recognized and legitimated right to
make decisions concerning others as well as on resource
deployment". Autonomy means freedom from control by
others. The availability of life options described by
Giele (1977) and adapted by myself (1978) as indicators of
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status in the first part of this study, seem inadequate
to explain fully women's status. Many of these options
may be classified under autonomy in the present definition.

A systematic status differentiation with a degree of
rigidity in vertical mobility results in social stratifi­
cation (Duncan 1968). In this definition, age and ability
as factors of social differentiation are not differentiat­
ing factors in social stratification because the age path
is open to all and ability and intelligence are distributed
randomly. When there is an institutionalized hierarchical
system of inequality regarding rewards, prestige and power
attached to different social roles and overwhelmingly
greater pro~ability of either sex occupying systematically
high prestige or low prestige roles, a systematic sexual
inequality exists (Schlegel 1977).

The discussions in the second, third and fourth
chapters, closely follow the logic of social stratification
discussed above.

The concluding chapter is addressed to the second and
third objectives as outlined above. Various questions of
women's role and status have been examined from perspectives
of development planning, and concrete policy recommendations
are offered to the planners.
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CHAPTER I

Th~ VILLAGE AND TEE PEOPLE

Mithila was the la~d of many Hindu legends and
Maithi1i culture is one of the ancient cultures of the
Indo-Gangetic plains. Maithili culture, as practised in
the villages, is similar to, b~t at the same time distinct
from other Hindu cultures of these plains. At present,
Maithili-speaking people are found inhabiting the Terai
plains, between the districts of Rautahat and Morang in
Nepal, and in about nine adjcining districts in Eihar and
West Bengal (Mishra 1979, Aquique 1974).

Sirsia-Parbari, the focus of this study, is a village
situated about eighteen kilometers from Janakpur*. the
legendary city of the Hindu epic, the Ramayana. This
village, however, seems to be a relatively new settlement
dating back only to the middle of the last century, when
reclamation of forest and waste lan~ ~as encouraged by the
Rana rulers on very lucrative terms (see Regmi 1976).

Sirsia village itself is only a part of the larger
entity called the village ~anchayat**. According to the
1975 panchayat estireates, the panchayat had a population
of 5,523, of whom 1,228 persons lived in Sirsia-Parbari
(called Sirsia henceforth) the settlement covered by this
study (Table 1.1). Sirsia is situated at a distance of
about one hour's walk ncrth of the Nabendra Highway. The
village panchayat is served by the Hardinath Irrigation
Project. A branch of the Agricul'Cura1 Development Bank
is situated in a nearby settlement. Cne health clinic, a
sajha office (governm€nt marketing and credit cooperative)
and a small village post office. all situated about a
half hour's walk from the settlenent, constitute the
institutional network which serves the village
panchayat (Table 1.2).

*Janakpur in Dhar.usha District is ab0".,.;.t 247 k.m west of
niratnagar, the district headquarters of Morang District.

**A village panchayat is a rural administrative unit
under the p~esent Panchayat System.
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Table 1.1

COr~ARATIVE STATI~TIr,S

1. All Nepal population, 1971 (In nucbers)

2. Of which, r1aithili speaking, 1971
(In numbers)

3. Maithili speaking population to total
pcpulation (In percent)

4. Maithili speaking population in Dhanukha
district, 1971 (In numbers)

5. Dhanukha district's }!ai thili speaking
population to total Maithili speaking
population (In percent)

6. Population of Tarapatti-Sirsia panchayat,
1971 (In numbers)

7. Tarapatti-Sirsia panchayat population to
~aithili speaking district population
(In percent)

8. Population of the same panchayat in the
survey year (In numbers)

9. Population of the Sirsia-Parbari in the
survey yeer (In numbers)

Ie. Sirsia-Parbari population to panchayat
population (In percent)

11,555,983

1,327,242

11.5

284,707

21.5

42,255

1.5

5,523*'

1,228

22.2

I'·.··',

IS
~

l

Source: CBS, The Planning Commission. 1977

HNG Ninistry of Information ar.d Broadcasting. 1974

*Esti~ated on the basis of 1975 voter's list anc
a population growth rate of 2.5 percent.
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There is a prirrary SCGool in the settlerr~ent, and a
middle school is situated at about five or six kilometers
away (Table 1.2).

The village is a typical Terai settl~ent organized
around a few wealthy households and inhabitec mostly by
middle ranking farmer castes, the Yadavs and Bheriers.
Bhahmans and service castes both constitute a minority in
the village. In addition to these castes, the village
has other middle-ranking trading castes, of which the Teli­
Suri and Haluwais are the largest. Sirsia-Parbari is
divided into distinct caste neighborhoods and almost all
the m~bers of a given caste are located within their own
caste area. Only recent outgrowths are exceptions to this
rule. ""i th the increasing density of population, however,
the strict residential segregation between caste groups is
beginning to break down.

Although the walls of the caste system are crumbling
fast in the urban areas, the caste system still constitutes
one of the basic organizi~~ principles in the rural Terai.
Sirsia is no exception to this. As elsewhere, Brahmans
are at the top cf the Hindu hierarchy, while the Chamars or
untouchables are at the bottom. In between are the Yadavs
and Bheriers (the farrr,er castes). the Haluwai and the Teli­
Suri (the trading castes) and the service castes such as
the Hajams (barbers) and Lohars (black~rr.iths). The
hierarchy among the subcastes within the ~ain castes is
always cisputed and hard to arrange into a fixed order of
rank.

Because of the importance of caste structure in the
village life, it was considered necessary to include all
castes in our ar.alysis. Accordingly, for sa~mpling purposes,
the households in the village were classified according

'; to caste and a proportional sample was drawn from each
caste (Table 1.3).

Economically the village is organized around a few
big landlords. The pressure on the land is tremendous-­
the man/land ratio in the sampled households bei~8 3.8
persons per hectare. The average land rolding for the
sample households was 1.8 hectares pe.r household.
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Table 1. 2

INSTITUTIONAL INFRASTRUCTURE FOR DEVELOPMENT

Institutions

Primary school

Secondary school

Health post

Sajha

Agricultural Development
Bank office

Post office

Hardinath Irrigation
Froject

Hardinath Research Faml

Agricultural extension
worker, i.e., JTA

Distance from the village panchayat

~ithin the panchayat

About 5 kilcr".= :-res, in the
adjoining panchayat

Within the panchayat

About 2 kilometres, in the
adjoini~g panchayat

About 2 kilorr.etres, in the
adjoining panchayat

Within the panchayat

Head work located at about 4
kilometres

About 4 kilometres

Stationed in the panchayat
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Table 1.3

CASTE DISTRIBUTION OF THE SIRSIA HOUSEHOLDS IN THE VILLAGE AND
THE SAMPLE SIZE

Number of house- SaIO:p1e Househo1ds*
holds in th~

village General Survey Time Allocation

Num- Percentage Num- Percentage Num- Percentage
Caste cer to total ber to total ber to total

households sample sample
households households

l. Brahmans 6 3.93 2 5.71 1 4.16

2. Yadavs 95 46.34 14 40.00 10 41.67

3. Te1i-Suri- 43 20.98 7 20.00 5 20.83
Ha1uwai

4. Bherier- 48 23.41 8 22.86 6 25.00
Gaderi

5. Hazams- 7 3.41 2 5.72 1 4 17
Lohars

6. Chamars 6 2.93 'l 5.71 1 4.17L

Total house- 205 100.00 35 100.00 24 100.00
holds

*Proportion of san"p1e households coes not tally exactly
with the caste proportion of households in the village due
to rounding effect.
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Eleven percent of the households have no land. Another
00 percent own less than 2 hectares of land. Only 3 percent
of the households have more than eight hectares of land.

As mentioned in the introduction, the project team
believes that economic factors exert strong influence on
the role of women vis-a-vis men in the society. Accordingly
households have been divided into three economic strata-­
top, middle and bottom--on the basis of per-capita income in
the household. In the Sirsia sample the top economic
stratum cons~itutes 25.7 percent of the households, the
bottom economic stratum 60 percent and the middle economic
stratum only 14.3 percent of the households, demonstrating
the polarization in the village (Table 1.4).

Caste differentiation and economic stratification cut
across each other. Both high caste Brahmans and low caste
Chamars are found in the bottom economic stratum. The
middle castes (who are divided into sub-castes according to
whether or not their touch pollutes water) have both rich and
poor in their ranks (Tables 1.5 and 1.6). The alliance
system in Sirsia is influenced very much by economic factors.
For example in the village panchayat meetings the poor of
all castes, whether Bherier or Yadavs, formed the opposition
and were on one side while the rich of all castes formed
the ruling group. While the poorer men and women of Yadav
and Bherier castes constantly consult on~ another on various
matters concerning the village, they rarely talk to their
caste brothers or sisters of the rich households.

Per household asset holdings of the sample households
were 67,642 rupees. Asset holdings in the top economic
stratum were worth 182,608 rupees per household while the
averagp. family size was 8.6 persons per household. The
comparable figures for the middle income stratum were
54,592 rupees and 5.4 persons. The bottom economic stratum
had, on the average, asset holdings worth 21,478 rupees and
6.2 persons per household. The structure of asset holdings
does not differ significantly between the different economic
strata. On the whole, land and buildings constitute about
90 percent of the assets. Households in the top economic
stratum held 91.2 percent of their assets in the form of
land and buildings and 4.0 percent in the form of jewelry.
households in the middle economic stratum had comr~ratively

higher percentages of land and buildings and lower perc~n­

tages of jewelry. ALmost 90 percent of the housenold
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Table 1.4

HOUSEHOLDS BY CASTE AND ECONOMIC STRATA

All
Caste Top Middle Bottom Strata

High

Brahman 2 2
(100.0) (100.0)

( 9.5) ( 5.7)
Middle

Yadav and Haluwai 4 3 9 16
(25.0) (18.8) (56.2) (100.0)
(44.4) (60.0) (42.9) (45.7)

Others 5 2 8 15
(33.3) (13.3) (53.4) (100.0)
(44.6) (40.0) (38.1) (42.9)

Low (Untouchables)

Chamar 2 2
(IvO.O) (100.0)

( 9.5) ( 5.7)

All castes 9 5 21 35
(25.7) (14.3) (60.0) (100.0)

(100.0) (100.0) (100.0) (100.0)

Figures in parentheses indicate percentages - first
row percent and second column percent.
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Table: 1.5

POPl~TION BY ECONOMIC STRATA AND CASTE



Table 1. 6

PER HOUSEHOLD ASSET HOLDINGS AND ~SSET STRUCTURE

Percentage distribution as per different kinds of assets
Particulars I Asset

holdings
(in RS')14 ir I ••••. , __ 1M IA.,; i i

Economic
Strata ~ Ibui1ding/MajorlMinorlTotal ~-ementslvehicies lsilver I Other ~tal

Top 182,608 91. 2 3.7 - 3.7 0.1 o <', 3.8 0.7 100.0

Middle 54,592 95.1 2.1 0.1 2.2 0.2 0.9 0.7 0.9 100.0

Bottom 21,478 89.8 4.1 0.3 4.4 0.2 0.4 4.3 0.9 100.0

All Strata 67,642 91. 4 3.6 0.1 3.7 0.1 0.5 3.5 0.8 100.0

* Major = cattle
Minor = other
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assets in the bottom ecor-omic stratum were also in the form
of land and buildings. hcst of this consisted of dwelling
houses. The rercentage of jewelry in their assets was
highest of all.

Characteristics of the Sample Population

The sample population was 235, of whom 50.6 percent
were men a~d 49.4 percent women. The sex ratio in the sa~ple

population was 102.5 males to 100 females against the 1971
national sex ratio of 101.4 and the all Terai sex ratio of
106.7 (see ~charya 1979). About 39 percent of the population
were below fifteen and about 5 percent above 60. Thus about
56 percent of the population fell in the working age group
of IS to 59 years. In the working age group of 15 to 59,
the sex ratio per 100 female was 109.5 ffiales. It is hard
to draw demographic conclusions from the available
statistics cue to the small size of the sample. Economic
factors, however, co seem to contribute towards increasing
the proportion of feL.ales in the total population. In the
top economic stratum there were only 77.3 men per 100
women, ",hile in the r,iddle and bottoID economic strata there
were 125 and 116.7 men per 100 women respectively
(TablE 1.7 to 1.9).
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Table 1.7

SEX AND AGE GROUP

~
FemaleMale Total

Percen- Percen- Percen-
Age ta~e of tage of tage of Males per
Group NUIrber total Number total Number total 100 females

f 0- 9

(10-14

36

9

30.2

7.6

36

10

31.0

8.6

72

19

30.6

8.1

100.0

90.0

15-24 20 16.8 20 17.3 40 17.0 100.0

25-34 29 24.4 25 21.E 54 23.0 116.0

35-49 14 11.8 11 9.5 25 10.7 127.3

50-59 6 5.0 7 6.0 13 5.5 85.7

60 and 5 4.2 7 6.0 12 5.1 71.4
above

Total 119 100 116 100 235 100 102.5

Table 1.8

POFLLATION BY ECONOMIC STRATA AND AGE GROUP

i~Sex Top Middle BottomAge
Group MalelFemalelRatio Male/FemalelRatio Male/FemalelRatio

0-14 1 17 67.7 5 4 125.0 29 25 116.0

33 118.2

2 100.0

60 116.7

7 ::'28.6 39

1 No 2

12 125.0 7077.3 15

91. 3 9

50.0 14

23

44

21

2

34

!
115-59

t:go:~d
~.=------------------------------l-
fTGtal
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Table 1.9

POPULATION BY CASTE AND AGE GROUP

0-14 3 3 18 23 20 20 38 43 4

15-59 3 3 38 36 26 21 64 57 2 3

60 and - - 1 3 4 4 5 7
above

-_._._-~. - - _.- ......
Total 6 6 57 62 50 45 107 107 6 3

\0

Overall 100.0 91. 9 111.1 100.0 200.0
sex ratio
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Literacy and Educational Level

About 22 percent of the sample population could read
and write although only 12.5 percent had had any schooling.
No one had had higher education and only 6.9 percent had
had secondary schooling. Moreover, only 5.7 percent of the
women in the sample were literate as against 37.8 percent
of the oen. Only 2.9 percent of the wonlen had been to
primary school while none of them had had secondary
schoolir~ (Tables 1.10-1.11). The economic stratum to
which they belonged was an i~~ortant factor in female
education. Relatively more women from higher economic
strata were literate (Table 1.10-1.11). Caste, in
contrast, appeared to have no influence on whether women
were literate or not. All women in both high and low
castes in the sample were illiterate (Table 1.12-1.13).

The Life Style

The Family Structure and Living Quarters

In ~laithili ~ociety close relationships are maintained
within the agnatic groups. Most people go through a cycle
of living in extended-nuclear-extended households (Kapadia,
1947). A person is usually born in an extended family. A
man may set up his own household before his parents die
or he may continue to live in the extend~d household until
it contains third and fourth generation members. However,
most of the households split before this stage is reached.
The statistics on family structure show that the scale is
slightly tilted in favour of nuclear households, but the
majority of people live in extended households (Tables
1.14-1.17). The incidence of extended families is much
higher in the top and middle economic strata than in the
bott0~ economic stratum. It is generally the land which
ke~ 's a family together. Brothers of poorer households
tend '0 split earlier but their parents usually live with
one of the brothers. Looking at caste, no extended family
was reported in the sample of low caste households, while
50 percent of the Brahman houst-holds and 51.6 percent of the
middle caste households were e~tended.

The najority of the population live in thatched one­
storey houses. These houses are usually conglomerates of
one room buildings build around a courtyard. The buildings
are built on all four sides with small openings at the
four corners. The front corner, however, has a larger door
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Table 1.10

LITERACY PATTERN BY ECONOMIC STRATA AND SEX

(For population of 15 years and above)

1terate Total Total Total

Top 16 7 23 3 24 27 19 31 50
(69.6) (30.4) (100.0) (11.1) (88.9) (100.0) (38.0) (62.0) (100.0)

Middle 4 6 10 - 8 8 4 14 18
(40.0) (60.0) (l00.0) (100.0) (100.0) (22.2) (77.8) (l00.0)

Bottom 8 33 41 1 34 35 9 67 76
(19.5) (80.5) (100.0) ( 2.9) (97.1) (100.0) (11. 8) (88.2) (100.0)

All 28 46 74 4 fS 70 32 112 144
Strata (37.8) (62.11) (100.0) ( 5.7) (94.3) (100. 0) (22.2) (77.8) (l00.0)

(Figures within the parentheses indicate percentages).
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Table 1.11

LITERACY PATTERN BY CASTE AND SEX

(For population of 15 years and above)

Male FeII1ale

Illiterate Total Literate Illiterate Total

High 3 3 3 3

(100.0) (100.0) (100.0) (100.0)

Middle 25 44 69 4 60 64

( 36.2) (63.8) (100.0) ( 6.2) (93.3) (l00 0)

Low 2 2 3 3

(100.0) (100.0) (100.0) (l00.0)

All Castes 28 46 74 4 €6 70

(37.8) (62.2) (100.0) ( 5.7) (94.3) (100.0)

Figures in brackets are percentages.
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Table 1.12

EDUCATIONAL PATTERN BY ECONOMIC STRATA AND SEX

(For population of 15 years and above)

Sex/
Schooling

Male Female Both

Economic No Primary ISeconC1ary No IPrimary No Primary Secondary
Strata Schooling Schooling Schooling Total Schooling Schooling Total Schooling Schooling Schooling Total

Top 13 4 6 23 25 2 27 38 6 6 50
(56.5) (17 .4) (26.1) (100.0) (92.6) ( 7.4) (100.0) (76.0) (12.0) (12.0) (100.0)

Middle 10 - - 10 8 - 8 18 - - 18
(100.0) (100.0) (100.0) (100.0) (100.0) (100.0)

Bottom 35 2 4 41 35 - 35 70 2 4 76
(85.4) ( 4.9) ( 9.7) (100.0) (100.0) (100.0) (92.1) ( 2.6) ( 5.3) (100.0)

All Strata 58 6 10 74 68 2 70 126 8 10 144
(78.4) ( 8.1) (13.5) (100.0) ( 97.1) ( 2.9) (100.0) (87.5) ( 5.6) ( 6.9) (l00.0)

Figures in parentheses are column percentages.
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Table 1.13

EDUCATIONAL PATTERN BY CASTE ~~ SEX

(For population of 15 years and above)

Male Female

Secondary Total Total

1 2 3 3 3
(33.3) (66.7) (100.0) (l00.0) (100.0)

56 5 8 69 62 2 64
(81.15) 7.25) (11.6) (l00.0) (96.9) ( 3.1) (100.0)

2 2 3 3
(l00.0) (100.0) (100.0) (l00.0)

58 6 10 74 68 2 70
(78.4) ( 8.10) (13.5) (l00.0) (97.15) ( 2.85) (100.0)

Figures in parentheses are row percentages.
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Table 1.14

HOUSEHOLDS BY ECONOMIC STRATA AND FAMILY STRUCTURE

Economic

Top

Middle

Bottom

All Strata

Family
Structure

Nuclear Extended Total

3 6 9
(33.3) (66.7) (100.0)

2 3 5
(40.0) (60.0) (100.0)

13 8 21
(61.9) (38.1) (100.0)

18 17 35
(51.4) (48.6) (100.0)

Figure within brackets are row percentages.

Table 1.15

POPULATION BY ECONOMIC STRATA AND FM-lILY STRUCTURE

Econorr.ic Nuclear Extended Total

Top 17 61 78
(21. 8) (78.2) (100.0)

Middle 12 15 27
(44.4) (55.6) (l00.0)

Bottom 62 68 130
(47.7) (52.3) (100.0)

All Strata 91 144 235
(38.7) (61. 3) (100.0)

Figures within brackets are row percentages.
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Table 1.16

HOUSEHOLDS BY CASTE AND FAMILY STRUCTURE

~ Nuclear Extended TotalCaste

High 1 1 2
(50.0) (50.0) (100.0)

Middle 15 16 31
(48.4) (1)1.6) (100.0)

Low 2 2
(100.0) (100.0)

All Castes 18 17 35
(51.4) (48.6) (100.0)

FigureR in the parentheses indicate row percentages.

Table 1.17

POPULATION BY CASTE AND FAMILY STRUCTURE

~Caste Nuclear Extended Total

High 4 8 12
(33.3) (66.7) (100.0)

Middle 78 136 214
(36.4) (63.6) (lOO.Ol

Low 9 9
(l00.0) (100.0)

All Castes 91 144 235
(38.7) (61.3) (100.0)

Figures in the parentheses indicate row percentages.
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and a verandah. Wealthy households have the whole
cour~yard to themselves, while in poorer households several
brothers share a courtyard. The buildings usually have
cnly one room and in joint or extended households each
couple has one building to itself. These rooms rarely have
windows but open towards the courtyard. There is a long
verandah attached to each building and all house~old work
is done on the verandah or in the courtyard. This is the
women's domain and mer. enter it only at night, for meals
or for some smal errands. The buildings around the
courtyard also have a second storey which is used for
storing household utensils, jewelry, clothing and other
valuables. The space on the second floor is very li.mited
and it is not possible to stand up inside.

In wealthy ~ouseholds there is an outer building at
some distance from the main househl)ld. Men spend most of
their tirae in this building. Male visitors are received
and lodged here and men of the house may also sleep in
this building. In winter a fire is made in front of this
building at which the male village:rs assemble in the
mornings and evenings. This is an iffiportant place where
major decisions on matters pertaining to farm and village
affairs are made. Males from poorer households who
cannot afford their own firewood g,::> to one of these
several fireside assemblies, called ghura. These outer
buildings also serve as store-houses for farm implements
and machines, ctemical fertilizers, grains and all kinds
of goods used on the farm. Women seldom go to these
buildings or to these fireplaces. They light their own
fire within the household. Women from several poor
households combine to make a commo'n fire.

Wealthy households are built in front of a pond which
usually belcr.gs to the household. Besides the living
~uarters, barn houses and animal shods, a men's quarter
and granaries are also b~ilt around the pond.

Food and Clothing

The staple food of the people of Sirsia is rice, rice
bread and sometimes, wheat bread. A variety of pulses and
serne vegetables form a permanent part of the diet. Sour
milk (made after butter has been ext:~cted) is another
source of nutrition, and more fortunate families have milk
Bud curd occasionally. The very poor, however, can
rarely afford pulses and vegetables all year round. Only
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during harvest seasons and planting times can they afford
full meals. Usually a meal for poor villagers consists of
a piece of flat bread (roti) with salt and pepper, or rice
with either vegetables or pulses. Other than during busy
agricultural seasons, poor people have only one meal with
rice. Their other meal consists of sweet potatoes.

}wst of the children in Sirsia go naked during the
s~~er season up to the age of four or five, when they
start wearing pants or underpants. At abOtlt s~ven years
of age, girls are discouraged from going d4ou,d naked ana
after they have reached the age of about tw~lve they are
made to wear a top. Up to the age of five or six both
boys and girls sleep with their parents. If the father is
sleeping out in the m~n's quarters, children sleep with
their mothers. After this age, the boys begin to spend
more time with their father in the men's house; they tend
to play and remain nearer the main house w~ere the women
work.

The women mostly wear white cotton cloth which they
wrap around their body, pulling one corner over their back
and towards the front so that it covers them from head to
foot, leaving their hands free to work. After the birth
of a child, women do not wear any blouse except on
festive occasions or ~11en going out of the village. ~ben

asked why they do not wear blouses, the poor women said
they had no rooney to buy the~m while the WoDen from wealthy
families said they did not wear blouses because it was
too hot. Men usually wear smaller pieces of material as a
dhoti; wearing shirts is optional.

A daily bath is almost a ritual for both men and
woroen as well as for children. Men and women walk into
the village pond fully dressed to have their baths. Then
they change into dry clothes. Younger children,
especially boys, take their baths naked. Children fr0nl
poorer families, who cannot afford more then one pair. C'f
shirts, have their bath in the shirts and let them dx)i' on
their bodies.

Rich and poor look very much the samej their dress is
sirr.ilar, although the ricr. may occasionally wear a pair of
slippers while the poor go barefoot. The beds, food and
even clothing are shared anlong the employees and the
employers if they are from the same caste. The men's
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house in the household where I stayed was a place for
perpetual visitors, where anybody could come and sleep
in the master's bed for the day. People drink from the
same pot without any hesitation if they are of the same
caste.

It is customary for a father to eat with all his
children from the same plate. Meal times are not fixed
and need not be at the same ti~e for all family members.
Anybody can eat at any time. Children join their elders
as they eat if they are on good terms. There is a large
metal plate on which all kinds of food is placed and around
which any number of people can sit and eat. Daughters
after 10-12 years of age usually discontinue this habit
and start eating with their mothers. They may even eat
on their own and be joined by the younger children.

Ideology and Culture

Maithili people have a rich cultural heritage and
strong folk traditions. The legend of Rama and Sita, the
model king and the ideal queen of Hindu culture,
symbolising benevolence and self-sacrifice, pervades the
folklore and lives of the people. Ramnavami. the birth
date of Rama, and Bibah Panchami, the marriage anniversary
of Rania and Sita, are the greatest festivals in the area.

Sita is the woman who had tremencous will-power when
resisting the advances of the king of Sri Lanka, Ravana,
but who succumbed silently to unjust and wrongful
banishment by her husband Rama. In the end Sita had to
prove her sexual purity by entreating the earth mcther to
swallow her up. For the }1aithili people, as for Qlmost all
Hindus, Sita exeffiplifies the strongly-held cultural ideal
of female behavior.

Srinivasan (1976) has describ~d how, in Indian
society, in an attempt to raise th~ir social status,
p~ople from lower castes and lower economic strata try to
emulate the behavior of the members of higher castes and
higher economic strata. But in actual practice, economic
needs usually force the lower caste to discard this goal
and devise their own strategy for survival. The actual
behavior of the people differs significantly from what they
see as the ideal. This divergence between the actual and
the idealised behavioral pattern is also very much in
evidence in the roles of the women in the Hindu culture of
Sirsia.
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Another aspect of the ~~ithili value system is the
association of low status with physical labour. This is,
perhaps, a feature of most societies just emerging from a
feudal economic system. In the Maithi1i vie~, people of
high status should not engage in physical toil. This
~eans that for both men and women there is social
prestige in avoiding physical work,or, at least, in not
~crking in the fields, a very low status job in feudal
agricultural societies.

These two components of the r~aithili value system
co~bine to give prestige to women who do not work outsidp
the household, and to accord higher status to those families
who do not have to send their women to work outside.

The high val~€ attached to sexual purity has also
resulted in a strict lardah (keeping the face covered) for
a WO~An in her affina household. Pardah is also a sign
of respect show~ to male affines. A young bride in her
affinal household is expected to observe strict pardah and
not to show her face to the elder men of her household or
to male villagers in general. She should not appear
before any male stranger, nor should she raise her voice.
No males, except her husband and men of his lineage
genealogically junior to her, are supposed to hear her
voice. When she has to communicate with men she must do
so through children (see Luchinsky, 1962). On one
occasion a man was shown the photo of his younger brother's
wife, but he did not recognise her, He had never seen his
younger sister-in-law, not once in the in the ten years
of their coexistence in the same household In Maithili
culture a woman should especially never be seen by her
husband's elder brother Get~~ho is also supposed never
to hear her voice (Burghart, 1975).

Despite this seclusion, women in both wealthy and poor
families have to work very hard, though the kind of work
done by the poorer wo~en is more visible to outsiders (see
Chapter 3).

Marriage ~s considered essential for every Maithili
woman. It is the only way that women can lay claim to
inheritance and find security in their old age. Divorce
and remarriage is against the cultural ideal, which stresses
that women, like Sita, must maintain strict sexual purity
and remain faithful to one Lusband all their lives.
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Neverthel~ss, ir- actual practice, r~arriage brings no
stigma except to Brahmans. R~arriage is quite co~on.

In the Sirsia saffiple there is one woman in the top
econo~ic stratum who has been married three times but who
is living a perfectly normal life and is well integrated
in the rest of the village society.

On the whole,ideologically the women are seen as weak
and dependent on men, while men are supposed to be strong
and able to cope with the world and support their
families. Women are therefore always encouraged to be
attached to men--father, husband, brother or son. The
Villagers say:

"Get hold of a man when you are still young because
through his sons you will inherit land and gain
security."

ooth Then and women have a very negative view of
women's personality and behaviour.

In the community opinion (as elicited through formal
questionnaires) women possess more negative qualities and
fewer positive qualities than do men (Table 1.18 and 1.19).
Men on the whole allotted women negative qualities while
they rated themselves v€ry positively. Women on the whole
gave positive ratings to both men and women but among
women respondents men scored a higher overall positive
image than did women. A high percentage of both men and
women thought women more quarrelsome and stubborn than men.
A higher percentage of men thought women more lazy while
women expressed the opposite opinion. More people (both
men and women) thought women kinder and more religious.
Most respondents thought men more trustworthy and concerned
about the family. Only with respect to obedience and
cooperation did ~a1e and female opinions differ signi­
ficantly. While only 19.3 percent of the men thought
wom~n more obedient against 22.6 percent for men, 48.6
percent of the women thought females more obedient than
men. Only 20 percent of the female respondents thought
men more obedient. While both men and wom~n thought men
more cooperative, the percentage of female respondents who
considered women as more cooperative was much higher than
that of male respondents.

Thus in the village society, a large number of men
and women ascribed more negative qualities and fewer positive
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Table 1.18

OPINIONS ABOUT SELF IMAGES

~ Male Female Both
QuestiQns Hen I Women I Both I Total Men I Women I Both I Total Men I Women I Both I Tot~_

1. Who is more trustworthy? 11 5 14 30 10 5 18 33 21 10 32 63
(36.7) (16.7) (46.6) (100.0) (30.3) (15.2) (54.5) (100.0) 03.3) (15.9) (50.8) (100.0)

2. Who is more concerned 10 6 15 31 13 8 11 32 23 14 26 63
about the family? (32.2) (19.4) (48.4) (100.0) (40.6) (25.0) (34.4) (100.0) 06.5) (22.2) (41. 3) (100.0)

3. Who is more obedi~nt 7 6 18 31 7 17 11 35 14 23 29 66
towards superiors. (22.6) (19.3) (58.1) (100.0) (20.0) (48. 6) (31. 4) (100.0) (21. 2) (34.9) (43.9) (100.0)

4. Who is more kind? 2 20 10 32 5 21 8 34 7 41 18 66
( 6.2) (62.5) (31.3) (100.0) (14.7) (61.8) (23.5) (100.0) (10.6) (62.1) (27.3) (100.0)

5. Who is more cooperative? 11 2 18 31 21 7 13 32 23 9 31 63
(35.5) ( 6.4) (58.1) (100.0) (37.5) (21.9) (40.6) (100.0) 06.5) (14.3) (49.2) (100.0)

6. Who is more concerned 6 19 7 32 5 20 8 33 11 39 15 65
and involved in religion? (18.7) (59.4) (21. 9) (100.0) 15.1) (60.6) (24.3) (100.0) (16.9) (60.0) (23.1) (100.0)

I. Sub-total I (Positive- 47 58 82 187 52 78 69 199 99 136 151 386

~agi) (25. 1) (31.0) (43.9) (100, 0) (~6~) (39.2) (~ (100.0) (25,7) (35.2) (39.2) (100.0)
1. 0 s mere selfish? 4 7 --16 27 14 10 9 --n --18 ---r7 -Z5 60

(14.8) (25.9) (59.3) (100.0) (42.4) (30.3) (27.3) (100.0) 00.0) (28.3) (41. 7) (100.0)
2. Who i3 more lazy? 6 10 13 29 5 16 10 31 11 26 23 60

(20.7) (34.5) (44.8) (100.0) (16.1) (51.6) (32.3) (100.0) (18.3) (43.3) (38.4) (100.0)
3. Who is more stubborn? 1 20 8 29 5 20 4 29 6 40 12 58

3.4) (69.0) (27.6) (100.0) (17.2) (69.0) (13.8) (100.0) (10.3) (69.0) (20.7) (100.0)
4. Who is more quarrelsome? 0 23 9 32 5 21 4 30 5 44 13 62

(71.9) (28.1) (100.0) (16.7) (70.0) (13.3) (100.0) ( 8.1) (71.0) (20.9) (IOU. 0)
II. Sub-Total II (Negative 11 60 46 117 29 67 27 123 40 127 73 240

Image) ( 9.4) (51. 3) (39.3) (100.0) (23.6) (54.5) (21. 9) (100.0) (116.7) (52.9) (20.4) (100.0)
Overall Image (I-II) 36 ---2 ~6 -yo --23 ---r1 ~2 76 59--9 ~8 146- -



Table 1.19

OPINIONS ON SELF IMAGES BY FAMILY ~rRUCTURE

Total

1. Male Respondent
Overall (a-b) 22 -1 12 33 14 -1 24 37 36 -2 36 70

a. Positive 26 28 32 86 21 30 50 101 47 58 82 187
(30.2) (32.6) (37.2) (100.0) (20.8) (29.7) (49.5) (100.0) (25.1) ~31.0) (43.9) (100.0)

b. Negative 4 29 20 53 7 31 26 64 11 60 46 117
( 7.6) (54.7) (37.7) (100.0) (10.9) (48.5) (40.6) (100.0) ( 9.4)(51.3) 09.3) (l00.0)

II. Female Respondent !.oJ
!.oJ

Overall (c-d) 20 -4 22 38 3 15 20 38 23 11 42 76

c. PQsitive 30 36 35 101 22 42 34 98 52 78 69 199
(29.7) (35.6) (34.7) (100.0) (22.5) (42.9) (34.6) (100.0) (26.1)(39.2) (34.7) (l00.0)

d. Negative 10 40 13 63 19 27 14 60 29 67 27 123
(15.9) (63.5) (20.6) (100.0) (31.7) (45.0) (23.3) (100.0) (23.6)(54.5) (21.9) (100.0)

Ill. Total Respondent 42 -5 34 71 17 14 44 75 59 9 78 146
(I + II)
Overall (e-f)
e. Positive 56 64 67 187 43 72 84 199 99 136 151 386

(30.0) (34.2) (35.8) (l00 .0) (21.6) (36.2) (42.2) (100.0) (25.7) (35.2) (39.1) (l00.0)
f. Negative 14 69 33 116 26 58 40 124 40 127 73 240

(12.1) (59.5) (28.4) (100.0) (21.0) (46.8) (32.2) (100.0) (16.7)(52.9) (30.4) (100.0)

Figures in parentheses indicate row percentage.
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qualities to wo~en compared with men.

In this culture, a woman must show unfailing devotion
to her husband and extreme subservience. In ideal
situations mothers are respected and loved. Both
consanguinal (related by blood) and affinal (related by
marriage) women should be loved and cared for. But
reality diverges greatly fro~ the ideal and, while there
are soc£ respected and powerful women, there are also
ignored, powerless, destitute women in this society. In
the present case study an attempt is made to analyse how
and when wo~en become powerful and what forces contribute
towards strengthening the position of wo~en.



CHAPTER II

SOCIAL SETTING AND CULTURAL MILIEU

A Woman's Life Cycle

An individual's place in society is determined by ~any

complex factors. In societies where an individual's worth
is judged not in terms of his or her individual qualities
but on the basis of his social network and the social groups
to which he belonbs, an assessment of women's position
becomes very complicated. Women do not visualise them­
selves as a class apart. By virtue of their birth and
marriage they are placed in a social class and, depending
upon that class, they are either privileged in relation to
men and women of other cl&sses or are not. Women have
faDlily identity and class identity which place them closer
to Den of the same family and class than to women of other
f~ilies and other classes. In Haithili society, the
situation is further complicated by the existence of rigid
caste divisions. Caste also tends to separate women from
each other and align them with the men of their own caste
group.

The South Asian vill.age functions as a socio-~conomic

system composed of interacting realms (~~andelbaum, 1970) of
which the most relevant for this study are the economic,
the political, and the cultural-ideo10gical-religious. The
household itself is one of the most important sub-systems
on which a society is based. Each sub-system functions
only in interaction with others within the village and
between villages. In this system people are the ultinlate
ele~ents and interaction between these elements often takes
place through sub-systems like caste groupings, clan
alliance groups and family units. Here not all the elements
have equal power and authority or equal obligations or
duties. Wealth, caste, age, sex and kinship position in the
family are the major differentiating factors by which each
group's power and position should be assessed.

Such information as whether or not mothers are
respected by their children or whether or not sisters are
worshipped by their brothers is inadequate [or assessing
the relative status of women in the society. As members of
a highEr caste, a higher class or a particular kinship
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network, and according to their place in the network,
certain women do enjoy certain rights and privileges.
However, this study contends that these privileges are
illusory when women's position is viewed vis-a-vis that of
men of a similar class, caste or kinship group.

Caste is one of the major factors which determine an
individual's status in the society. Both men and women
inherit caste by birth but after that sexual behavior and
marriage play vital roles in determining women's caste
status, while for men these factors are of little or no
importance. In the Hindu social milieu, a woman derives
her full caste identity only after marriage (Bennett, 1977).

For both men and women, marriage is almost compulsory
and a very important ceremony in their lives. Marriage
bonds are supposed to be irrevocable, and ideally both men
and wom;m are supposed to preserve conjugal purity. In the
present ~ample 78.3 percent of the males and 93.8 percent
of femal~s were married (Table 2.1). The only currently
unmarried individuals were older peorle whose spouses had
died. Boys marry after about fifteen years of age while
most girls are married by IS, hence the lower percentage
of married men in the overall male population of ten years
and above.

Table 2.1

POPULATION BY MARITAL STATUS AND SEX
(For population of 10 years and above)

Female Total
Num- In per- Num- In per-
her cent ber cent

Married at
least once 65 78.3 75 93.8 140 85.9

Never married 18 21. 7 5 6.2 23 14.1

Total 83 100.0 80 100.0 163 100.0
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In a woman's life marriage is the most important event
and the one which largely determines her position in life
as an adult. It is not based on any individual ~r

emot~onal factors, but is, above all, an alliance between
two families. Maithili kinship groups are organized along
patrilineal principles and their residence pattern is
patrilocal. Name and property are inherited by sons who
have corresponding ritual and economic responsibilities
towards their agnatic groups. Women enter these groups as
wives from outside by marriage and ffiarriage bonds are an
important factor in group alliances. Prospective wives
and husbands play very little part in the establishment of
these alliances; they are married while still very young.

In many cases, the prospective bridegrooms are far
older than the prospective brides. t~ile 96 percent of the
womer- in the Sirsia sample were married before they were
16, only 70.3 percent of the males were married before
sixteen (Table 2.2). No women were found to have married
after 20 years of age, while 6.3 percent of the males
reported that their first ~arriage occurred after th~y had
reached thifi age. The largest nUI:1ber of tlales reported
beinb married between 14 and 16 while the largest number of
women reported being married between 10 and 13. Thus 96
percent of the ~illage girls are married before they reach
the legal marriageable age of sixteen. However, the trend
is changing for cvth boys and girls. While all women above
the age of 39 reported being married before they were 13
years of age, of those between 20 and 39, only 70.8 percent
reported tl":is. Comparable statistics for IDen are 47.4
percent and 19.6 percent respectively. (Table 2.3).

According to field data, both men and women in the top
economic stratum marry earlier than nlen and women in the
bottom econotJic stratum, and caste does not appear to be
an i~portant factor in this respect. The small number of
observations, however, precludes any definite conclusion
(Tables 2.~ and 2.5).

More than 94 percent of the women's ~arriages were by
family arranbement, and 92 percent of men's marriages were
arranged. Irrespective of their economic stratUn1 or caste
membership, girls are marrieJ earlier than boys and thus
have even less voice in the choice of their prospective
spouse than do D!ales (Table 2.6). Own-choice marriages are
discouraged and frowned upon. This attitude is reflected
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Table 2.2

AGE AT FIRST l-IARRIAGE BY SEX

(For popu1atio~ of 15 years and above)

~
Male Female

Age at ,In Cumulative In Cumulative
first marriage Number percent percentage Number percent percentage

1- 9 5 7.8 7.8 17 23.0 23.0

10-13 13 20.3 28.1 42 56.8 79.8

14-16 27 42.2 70.3 12 16.2 96.0

17-20 15 23.4 93.7 3 4.0 100.0

21 + 4 6.3 100.0 100.0

Total 64 100.0 100.0 74 100.0 100.0
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Table 2.3

AGE AT FIRST MARRIAGE BY SEX AND AGE GROUP
(For population of 15 years and above)

Age group

10 to 19 20 to 39 40 & above Total
Sex/Age at
first marriage

Male

1- 9 4 1 5
( 9.8) ( 5.3) ( 7.8)

10-13 1 4 8 13
(25.0) ( 9.8) (42.1) (20.3)

14-16 3 16 8 27
(75.0) (39.0) (42.1) (42.2)

17-20 13 2 15
(31. 6) (10.5) (23.4)

21 + 4 4
( 9.8) ( 6.3)

Total 4 41 19 64
(100.0) (100.0) (100.0) (100.0)

Female

1- 9 2 7 8 17
(15.4) (17 .1) (40.9) (23.0)

10-13 8 22 12 42
(61.5) (53.7) (60.0) (56.8)

14-:-16 3 9 12
(23.1) (21.9) (16.2)

17-20 3 3
( 7.3) ( 4.0)

21 +

Total 13 41 20 74
(lOO.O) (100.0) (100.0) (l00 .0)

Figures in parentheses indicate column percentages.
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Table 2.4

AGE AT FIRST MARRIAGE BY ECONOMIC STRATA AND SEX
(For population of 15 years and above)

Top Middle Bottom

Age at first
marriage Female Male Female Male Female

1- 9 3 9 1 2 7
(16.7) (33.3) (12.5) ( 5.3) (17.9)

10-13 4 13 2 6 7 23
(22.2) (48.2) (25.0) (75.0) (18.4) (59.0)

14-16 7 4 3 1 17 7
(38.9) (14.8) (37.5) (12.5) (44.7) (17 .9)

17-20 2 1 3 10 2
(11.1) ( 3.7) (37.5) ( 5.3)

21 + 2 2
(11.1) ( 5.3)

Total 18 27 8 8 38 39
(l00 .0) (100.0) (100.0) (100.0) (100.0) (100.0)

Figures in parentheses indicate colunm percentages.
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Table 2.5

MARRIED AGE AT FIRST MARRIAGE BY CASTE AND SEX

(For population of 15 years and above)

Middle Low
Age at first
marriage Female Male Female Male Female

9 4 16 1 1
( 6.8) (23.5) (50.0) (33.3)

10-13 1 13 39 2
(33.3) (22.0) (57.4) (66.7)

14-16 2 26 10 1
(66.7) (44.1) (14.7) (50.0)

17-20 3 12 3
(10n.0) (20.3) ( 4.4)

21 + 4
( 6.8)

Total 3 3 59 68 2 3
(100.C) (l00.0) (100.0) (100.0) (100.(\~ (100.0)

Figures in parentheses iLdicate column perc~ntages.
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Table 2.6

FORM OF HARRIAGE BY SEX

(For all marriages)

Female Total

Percent Number Percent NUIl'.ber Percent

Own choice §. 7.9 2- 6.0 10 ~L

Own choice 4 5.3 3 3.6 5 3.8
without
parent's
consent

Own choice 2 2.6 2 2.4 4 2.5
with parent's
consent

Arranged 70 92.1 78 94.0 149 93.7

Arranged ~;rith- 68 89.5 76 91.6 144 90.6
out own
consent

Arranged with 2 2.. 6 2 2 . G. 5 3.1
consent

Total 76 100.0 83 100.0 159 100.0
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in the fact that a relatively large percent of own-choice
marriages were reported to have taken place with minimal cere-
mony (Table 2.7) • Only in the case of remarriage do women
have a greater choice of husband. It is interesting to note
that in the case of second marriage, a higher proportion of
females were married by their own choice than were males
(Table 2.8). This may be the result of the cultural idea
that no man is supposed to remain single for long and the
remarriage of single men is expeditiously arranged. In the
case of ~o~en, if they are beyond their youth, they have
to arrange a second marriage themselves.

The sample evidence shows that neither caste nor
economic strata is of major importance in determining
whether people get married by arrangement or by choice
(Tables 2.9 and 2.10).

Discrimination between males and females in their
relative options concerning life partners begins to show
as age advances. If a man does not like his wife, he may
decide to marry again without any loss of social prestige,
caste standing, access to property, or rights of inheri­
tance. But women's inheritance rights, social and ritual
status, and their access to property all depend on her being
attached to a specific male. The necessity for sexual
purity, however, is somewhat more flexibl' in Maithili
society than aIDong the high caste Brahma~s and Chetris of
Nepal (Bennett, 1977). Unlike high caste Hindu fa~ilies

from the Middle Hills (Parbatiya Hindu), unmarried Maithili
girls are allowed to cook the daily rice and ritual food.
Moreover the norms governing divorce and widow remarriage
are more relaxed in this society. Except among Brahmans, a
widow does not lose her caste status on remarriage if the
man is also of the same caste. If the girl is wicowed or
if for some reascn she refuses to go to her affines or her
affines refuse to accept her before she is transferred to
her husband's household, the parents try to rr.arry her off
somewhere else. Such action carries no negative social
sti~a, and these girls are easily remarried. In some cases
women do leave tr.eir husbands and go off with somebody else.
But in doing so, they face loss of prestige and considerable
economic risk compared to men in similar positions. On
cohabiting with a person from a lower caste she looses her
caste status as well. But the offspring from second or
third marriages are not considered below the caste of their
father.



44

Table 2.7

FORM OF MARRIAGE BY SEX AND TYPE OF
CEREMONY

Own Choice Arranged Total

Type of
Ceremony Female Male Female Male Female

No ritual 1 1 1 1
(100.0) (100.0) (100.0) (100. 0)
(16.7) (1. 3) (1.3) (1. 2)

Minimum ritual 3 2 5 6 8 8
(37.5) (25.0) (62.5) (75.0) (100.0) (100.0)
(50.0) (50·0) ( 7.1) ( 7.6) (10.5) ( 9.6)

Maximum ritual 2 2 65 72 67 74
( 3.0) ( 2.7) (97.0) (97.3) (100.0) (100.0)
(33.3) (50.0) (92.9) (91.1) (88.2) (89.2)

Total 6 4 70 79 76 83

( 7.9) ( 4.8) (92.1) (95.2) (100.0) (100.0)

(100.0) (100.0) (100.0) (100.0) (100.0) (100.0)

Figures in parentheses indicate percentages to row total and
column totals.
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Table 2.8

FORM OF MARRIAGE BY SEX AND TINES MARRIED

Own Choi~e Arranged Total

Female Male _ !IIla1e Male Female

Once 3 2 61 73 64 75

( 4.7) ( 2.7) (95.3) (97.3) (100.0) (l00.0)

Twice 3 2 9 5 12 7

(25.0) (28.6) (75.0) (71.4) (100.0) (l00 .0)

Thrice 1 1

(100.0) (100.0)

Total* 6 5 70 78 76 83

( 7.9) ( 6.0) (92.1) (94.0) (100.0) (100.0)

Figures in parentheses are percentages.

*Tota1 may be more than the number of married population in
the sample as one may have married more than once.
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Table 2.9

FORM OF MARRIAGE BY SEX AND ECONOMIC STRATA

b(In p erson num er

~
marriagel

Own Choice Arranged TotalSex

Economic
strata Male , Female Male I Female Male I Female
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Table 2.10

F(;~'1 OF MARRIAGE BY SEX. AND CASTE

Own Choice Arranged Total

Male Female Male Female Male Female

High 3 3 3 3

(100.0) (l00.0) (l00.0) (l00.0)

Middle 6 4 64 73 70 77

( 8.6) ( 5.2) (91.4) (94.8) (lOO.O) (100.0)

Low 3 3 3 3

(100.0) (100.0) (100.0) (100.0)

Total* 6 4 70 79 76 83

( 7.9) ( 4.8) (92 .1) (95.2) (100.0) (100.0)

Figures in parentheses indicate percentages to total.

*See footnote to Table 2.8.
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Altogether 88 perc~t of the women were presently
married, and 90.8 percent of the men were presently
married. About six percent of the men and almost 11 percent
of the Nomen were widowed. Only 3.1 percent men and 1.3
percent of women were divorced. (Table 2.11).

Of the 69 married women of 15 years of age and above,
three (4.3%) were in their second marriage and one had
married a third time. Of the 64 married men of 15 years
of age and above, 12 (18.7%) had married twice. {Table 2.12).

The small size of the sample precludes any definite
conclusions on the relationship of economic factors to
marriage patterns in this society. However, there are some
women in all economic strata in their second marriage
(Table 2.12). The one woman in the sample who has married
a third time belongs to the top economic stratum. The
incidence of female remarriage was highest in the top
economic stratum. In the middle economic stratum there was
no remarriage (Table 2.12). Neither Brahmans nor untouch­
ables reported any female remarriage in the present sample.
This may be only the result of the small sample size
(Table 2.17). In this society, Brahmans prohibit the
possibility of remarriage for women,~hether it be after
divorce or widowhood (Table 2.13).

The second and thir~ ~~rriages for women are established
with minimal ceremony. While 14.7 percent of the remarried
males said they were married with maximum ritual no
remarried women had been married with maximum ritual
(Table 2.14). The one third marriage case involved no
ceremony.

Thus, although remarriages have lower ritual status,
the data clearly indicates that the taboo against remarriage
in Maithili society is not strictly observed.

Within the marital union there are tighter controls on
women's sexuality than on men's. Husband~ have exclusive
control over the sexuality of their wives while women have
no such rights over their husbands.

In a woman's life cycle, birth, marriage and motherhood
are important landmarks and her life may be divided into
three important stages: (i) ~hildhood and adolescence,
(ii) marriage and early womanhood, (iii) maturity and old
age.
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Table 2.11

PRESENT MARITAL STATUS BY AGE GROUP

(For Dopu1ation married at least once)

Male Female
Widowed Divorced Total Married Widowed Divorced Total

10-14 - - - - 6 - - 6

15-19 4 - - 4 7 - - 7 .po

'"20-34 34 - 2 36 36 - 1 37

35-49 13 1 - 14 10 1 - 11

50 and 8 3 - 11 7 7 - 14
above

All age group 59 4 2 65 66 8 1 75

(90.8) ( 6.1) ( 3.1) (100.0) (88.0) (10.7) (1. 3) (100.0)



Table 2.12

PRESENT MARITAL STATUS BY ECONOMIC STRATA AND SEX
(For population of 15 years and above)

~
strata/Sex

Top Middle Bottom All Strata
Present
marital status Male I Female Male J Female Male I Female Male I Female

Married once 14 20 4 6 29 30 47 56
(73.7) (77.0) (50.0) (75.0) (76.3) (85.7) (72.3) (81.1)

Married twice 4 1 2 - 6 2 12 3
(21.1) ( 3.8) (25.0) (15.8) ( 5.7) (18.5) ( 4.3)

Married thrice - 1 - - - - - 1
( 3.8) ( 1. 5)

Widowed - 4 2 2 2 2 4 8 UI

(15.4) (25.0) (25.0) ( 5.3) ( 5.7) ( 6.1) (11.6) 0

Divorced 1 - - - 1 1 2 1
( 5.2) ( 2.6) ( 2.0) ( 3.1) ( 1. 5)

Total 19 26 8 8 38 35 65 69*
(100.0) (100.0) (100.0) (100.0) (l00.0) (l00.0) (100.0) (100.0)

Figures in parentheses indicate column percentages

*Six married women were below fifteen. Therefore this table's total
does not tally with that of Table 2.11.
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Table 2.13

PRESENT MARITAL STATUS BY CASTE AND SEX

(For population of 15 years and above)

~
High Middle Low

Present
marital status Male I Female Male , Female Male I Female

Married once 3 3 43 51 1 2

(100.0) (100.0) (71. 7) (80.9) (50.0) (66.7)

Married twice - - 11 3 1 -
(18.3) ( 4.8) (50.0)

Married thrice - - - 1 - -
( 1. 6)

Widowed - - 4 7 - 1

( 6.7) (11.1) (33.3)

Divorced - - 2 1 - -
( 3.3) ( 1. 6)

Total 3 3 60 63 2 3

(100.0) (100.0) (100.0) (100.0) (100.0) (100.0)

,
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Table 2.14

NUk'·,",R OF MARITAL UNIONS BY TYPE OF CEREMONY AND SEX

x
-

many/Sex
No ritual Minimum ritual Maximum ritual Total

Number of
Marital unions Male I Female Male I Female Male I Female Male I Female

One 1 - 1 1 62 74 64 75
( 1. 6) ( 1. 6) ( 1. 3) (96.8) ( 98.7) (100.0) (loa. 0)

Two - - 7 7 5 - 12 7
(100.0) (100.0) (14.7) (loa. 0) (100.0)

Three - 1 - - - - - 1
(100.0) (loa. 0)

VI
to.)

Total 1 1 8 8 67 74 76* 83*
( 1. 3) ( 1.2) (10.5) ( 9.6) (88.2) (89.2) (100.0) (loa. 0)

Figures in parentheses indicate row percentages.

*Totals do not tally with Tables 2.11-2.13 because number of marriages can
be more than number of reporting persons, since the same person may be married twice
and thrice.
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Childhood ani Adolescence

Girls are prepared from early childhood to accept
their transfer to another household by marriage. The whole
socialization process inculcates in them the idea that they
are only t~porary guests in their natal households and
that their ultimate destiny lies with the unknown household
to which they will go after marriage.

From the moment a baby girl is born she is an object
of scorn. This is reflected ~ediately in the after-birth
ceremony. When a boy is born there is rejoicing and
congratulations all round but if it is a girl nobody
bothers to congratulate the mother or to celebrate. If the
girl baby has been preceded by other female children, the
father is jeered at and becomes the butt of jokes in the
community while the mother must suffer the open disappoint­
ment and even the anger of her husband and her other
affines. After too many daughters, a man may even decide
to take another wife.

If a boy is born the midwife is given 5 kilos of
paddy, one kilo of rice and two rupees. If a girl is born,
the midwife gets 2.5 kilos of paddy, one kilo of rice and
one rupee. There is a saying among the Maithili people
that if a girl is born the earth sinks by one foot,while
if a boy is born it rises up one foot to meet him. On the
sixth day after '.;irth, when the chat (naming ceremony)
takes place, fiv~ times more rice and other things are
prepared as offerings to the gods for boys than for girls.
The unwanted girl is made to realize her fate from early
childhood, indirectly by her parents' neglect, and directly
through their words. For example, a second girl was born
to a young couple. When the new mother was asked if she
had cut the umbilical ccrd, as is the practice in the
village, she said it had been done with an old piece of
iron. When asked whether she was not afraid that the
child might die of tetanus, she said it would be a relief
if the baby died. In another case, the mother of a one
year-old baby girl (who had three older sisters) often
cursed her youngest daughter with the wish that she would
die. The little girl was told this partially in play, but
she had already realized that h~r mother's wotds expressed
anger and she used to cry whenever she was cursed in this
way by her mother. Her mother was very much afraid that
her husband might decide to bring in another wife because
she had not produced a son.
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In contrast, when a mother of four sons gave birth to
another, she was not unhappy even though the family had
wanted a daughter this time. While a son is a necessity
for "old age insurance" and for spiritual salvation after
death, a family without a daughter is stmply tr~ught to
be incomplet~ and most villagers expressed the idea that
a family should have at least one daughter.

A young Maithili girl begins her life in this
atmosphere. By the time she is nine or ten, her family
begin to search for a husband for her and by the time
she is twelve or thirteen, she will normally have been
married off. However, although she goes to visit her
affines and spends s ,me time in her husband's household,
she continues to live in her natal household till puberty.
Nevertheless, her behavior in her parents' home changes
after marriage. She learns to hide her face, if somebody
from her affinal group is )resent. Her movements are
confined to the areas where she has no chance of meeting
her affines. She hears her family and others talk a~out

her affines and is able to talk to her peers about her
husband's home; this helps to reconcile her to the idea of
eventually moving to that household.

While a boy is growing into manhood he has no
particular responsibilities except to help his father in
farm work if he is from a poor family, and to study if he
is from a rich one. Slowly he starts to learn the manage­
ment tasks involved in running the family farm. A girl,
on the other hand, is expected to help her mother in
household tasks from early childhood. Up to the age of
six or seven, boys and girls play together, but it is
usually boys and girls of the same lineage. Inter-lineage
play groups are frowned upon. One old mother interviewed
regretted that times were changing and girls were being
left free without work to do for too many years. She
added that girls should not be left without work for too
long, because they might wander off and become discredited
by sexual contact with men. This informant felt that a
boy could be neither too troublesome nor too clever
because thes~ qualities would help him deal with the world.
A girl, however, should not be left to develop into a
troublesome or clever woman because such behavior would
discredit both the girls natal and affinal lineages.
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Thus, a girl's first awareness of the world around her
begins with the realization that she is unwanted and is of
little value to her ?arents or other natal household
members. She learns to accept that preference is always
shown to the male children in the family in food, clothing,
education and other aspects of li2e. She also learns to
treat her brothers as privileged family members. She
takes out her frustration on her younger sisters or
female cousins.

In the field study, a set of questions were asked of
35 men and 35 women about the desirable qualities in a
prospective bride and bridegroom. Tables 2.15 and 2.i6
indicate that the most desirable qualities in brides are
beauty and respectable birth. The third and fourth most
desirable qualities a~e hardworking capacity and girl's
subservience. In the case of bridegrooms, the most
important asset is wealth. A boy's birth status ranks
second in the list of desirable qualities.

Education is given low priority. Only 12.6 percent
of the respondent£ thought that bridegrooms should have
any e f lucational qualifications. A bride's educational
qualifications figure still lower in the list of
desirable qualities. People in the top economic stratum,
however, show a proportionately greater preference for
both educated brides and bridegrooms (Tables 2.17 and 2.18).

Opportunities for Literacy and Education

In Sirsia education for girls is looked upon as a
useless luxury, since girls a e not expected to need
education in their dai~y life. The village of Sirsia­
Purbari shares a primary school with another village of
the same size. The school had a total of 112 pupils in
the first three classes in the survey year. Of them only
~O were girls, all in the first grade.

un a sample day's visit to the school, 83 pupils were
present, out of which only three were girls. Asked why so
few girls were attending, the teacher sa5_d that although
the girls were better students, their guardians usually
wanted them to stay home and work and we~e not very keen
on sending them regularly to the school. The ~ase of an
8 year-old gi~l, Lila, may be taken as an illustration.
Lila belongs to a wealthy family, but, although all her
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Table 2.15

DESIRED QUALITIES IN AN IDEAL BRIDEGROOM

ResJ?ondents

Qualities Male Female Total

l. Should provide well 23 28 51
for family, should be (25.6) (27.7) (26.7)
rich

2. Should be good 14 26 40
looking (15.6) (25.7) (20.9)

3. Should be educated 17 7 24
(18.9) ( 6.9) (12.6)

1+ • Should be from a 19 25 44
reputable family (21.1) (24.8) (23.0)

5. Should love his wife 1 5 6
( 1.1) ( 5.0) ( 3.2)

til. Should have a good 1 1
reputation in the ( 1.1) (0.5)
village

7. Should be hard 12 8 20
working (13 .3) ( 7.9) (10.5)

8. Should be respectful 2 2
to her parents ( 2.2) ( 1.0)

9. Others 1 2 3
( 1.1) ( 2.0) ( 1. 6)

Total 90 101 191
(100.0) (lnO.O) (l00.0)

Figures in parentheses indicate colman percentages.
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Table 2.16

DESIRED QUALITIES IN k~ IDEAL BRIDE

Respondents

Qualities Male Female Tot;;.l

1. Should help the family 1 2 3
by working outside ( 1.1) ( 2.0) ( 1. 6)

2. Should be pretty 27 30 57
(29.0) (30.0) (29.6)

3. Should be able to 2 2
bear many children ( 2.0) ( 1. 0)

4. Should be hard workint; 20 20 40
(21.5) (20.0) (20.7)

5. Should be from a 22 22 44
reputable family (23.7) (22.0) (22.d)

6. Should be respectful If 19 3S
to in-laws (17 . 2) (19.0) (18.1)

7. Should be respectful 1 1 2
to her husband ( 1.1) ( 1. 0) ( 1. 0)

8. Others 6 4 10
( 6.4) ( 4.0) ( 5.2)

Total 93 100 193
(l00.0) (l00.0) (loa. 0)

Figures in parentheses indicate column percentages.
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Table 2.17

DESIRED OVALITTES IN AN IDEAL BRIDEGROOM BY ECONOMIC STRATA

Qualities Top Middle Bottom

l. Should provide well 14 8 29
for family; (25.9) (27.6) (26.9)
should be rich

2. Should he good looking 10 7 23
(18.5) (24.1) (21.3)

3. Should be educated 12 2 10
(22.2) ( 6.9) ( 9.3)

4. Should be from .'i 10 5 29
respectable far:Ji 1y (18.5) (17.2) (26.8)

5. Should love his wife 2 1 3
( 3.7) ( 3.5) ( 2.8)

6. Should have a ~ood 1
re'Putation in the ( 1. 8)
village

7. Should be hard working 3 6 11
( 5.6) (20.7) (10.2)

8. Should be resr-ectful 1 1
to her parents ( 1. 9) ( 0.9)

9. Others 1 2
( 1. 9) ( 1. 8)

Total 54 29 108
(l00.0) (100.0) (100.0)

Figures in parentheses indicate column per:entages.
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Table 2.18

DESIRED ~0ALrrIES IN AN IDEAL BRIDE BY ECONOMIC STRATA

TGp Middle Bott0m

1. Should h.e1p the 3
family by WGrking ( 2.7)
Gutside

2. Si ·.)u1d be pretty 16 10 31
(29.6) (35.7) (28.0)

3. ShGu1d be able tG 2
bear many ( 1. 8)
ch.ildren.

4. ShGu1d be hard 9 7 24
wGrking (16.7) (25.0) (21.6)

5. ShGuld be frG>m a 14 5 25
reputable family (25.9) (17.9) (22.5)

6. ShGuld be respect- 7 5 23
fu1 tG in-laws (13. G) (17.9) (20.7)

7. ShGu1d be respect- 2
fu1 tG her hasband ( 1. 8)

8. Others (Educated) 8 1 1
(14.8) ( 3.5) ( 0.9)

TGtal 54 28 111
(10G.G) (100.0) (lGO.O)

Figares in parentheses indieate CGlu.rnn percentages.



sisters and cousins go to school, she dGes not. Lila's
father explained that she used to go but since her step­
mother bad given birth to a child, Lila's assistance in
caring for the new IOOther and child was needed at home.
Althougi: other girls of this hQusehold were enrolled at
school, they missed school most of the time. On the other
hand, a. girl and 'tWG boys frQ1B a near-by household of the
same lineage were very regular in attending the school.
There is another case of a nine-year-old girl, Rima. Both
her parents are literate and from a family belonging to
the middle-ranking Teli caste. Rima was g~ing to schoQl
and studying well, but her mother fell sick with chest
tr-ou:ble and th.e girl had to leave schQQl to stay at home
and CGGk, d0 laandry and other househ.old ch.ores.

Several explicit questi0Rs 0n education were included
in the field stady. Only 1.6 percent 0f the people
interviewed saw nQ need for the ed\1cation of boys, while
for girls the figure was 35.9 percent (Table 2.19). About
31 percent 0f the male resp>ondents and 41 percent of the
female resp0ndents thought that there was no need tG
educate girls. Of the three eC0nomi.c strata, roore res­
p0ndents fr0m the mi.ddle and bGtt0m econ0mic str~ta seemed
indifferent to both male and female education (Table 2.20).
All hligh and l0w caste respondents advocated edu.cation fer
'boys while a 100 percent ef the male respGl1dents in the
low castes thou.ght it important to educate boys while no
education was deerr.ed useful fer girls. The everwhelming
majority ef interviewees in the middle castes were f0r
b&ys' education, while on the question of educating girls
they were chvided: 63 percent sayiag "yes' and 37 percent
sajing 'no' (Table 2.21).

Even those who eXF""~ssed a·n awa.reness of the need fGr
eJucatiGR fer girls invariably wa.nted less educ8tiGR fGr
girls than for boys (Table 2.2~). Of the 15 male respon­
dents in this categery, only (26.7 percent) wanted to
educate girls as much as t~ey ~ould afford to. On the
other hand 20 (71.4 p~rcent) 0f the t0tal 28 respondents
answering the question expressed their desire to eda~ate

boys for as 1eng as they ceuld afferd t@ de. The
percentage 3£ female re~pondents wanting to educate boys
to the highest possible level was ~2.5 percent, while fer
girls the figure was 0nly 26.7 percent.

In analysing these kinds 0f attitudes tewards
edlieatioR in general and female edttcati0n in particular,
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Table 2.19

ATTITt1DE TQWA&DS EOO'CATIQN BY RESPONDENTS

Question - Is it important to go to school?

Kale Female Total
Answers

FGr ooys

Yes 31 32 i3

(96.9) (lOG. Q) (98.4)

i~0 1 1

( 3.1) ( 1. 6)

TGtal 32 32 64
(lQQ. Q) (IOO.G) (lOG. Q)

For &i~l~

Yes 22 19 41

(6&.8) (59.4) (64.1)

NG 1Q 13 23

(31. 2) (40.6) (3j.9)

TGtal 32 32 64
(l00. Q) (lOG.O) (lQ(}' 0)

Figares iR pareRth.Eses iRdieate CGlwnR pereefttages.
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Table 2.20

ATT!TtJJ)E TOWARDS EDL'TCATION BY ECONOMIC STRATA

Fig~res iR parentheses indicate c@lwmR percentages.
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Table 2.21

ATTIl'lJDE TOlJ.ARDS EDUCATIONS BY CASTE

Qaestiou; Is it important to gGl tGl scr.ool?

;::=:;::1 High Middle Low l'Glta.l

FGlJ; boys

Yes 3 57 3 63

(100.0) (98.3) (lOG. Q) (98.4)

No 1 1

( 1.7) ( 1. 6)

TGltal 3 58 3 64
(10G.0) (100.0) (lOO.O) (l00. G)

FQr girls

Yes 3 36 2* 41

(100.0) (63.2) (3G.O) (64.1)

NQ 21 2* 23

(36.8) 00.0) (35.9)

TQtal 3 57 4 64
(100.0) (lOG.O) (lOO .0) (lGO. <t)

Figares in parentREses indicate ce1wnn llercenta..ges.

*ieth respendents whe said yes were females while ~eth

wh@ said ne were males.

-
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Table 2.22

DESIRED LEVEL OF EDUCATION FOR BOYS Al'iID GIRLS

~Yeus of
Male responses Female responses Total responses

schooling For boyslFor girls For boysfFor girls For boyslFor girls

Less than 3 1 4 2 1 6
yeus ( 3.6) (2fl.7) (13.3) ( 1. 9) (20.0)

3- 7 years 3 3
(20.Q) (lQ. Q)

8-!.Q years 5 fl 7 6 12 12
(17.9) (40.0) (29.2) (40.0) (23,1) (40.0)

More than 10 2 1 2 4 1
yeacs ( 7.1) 6.6) ( 8.3) ( 7.7) 3.3)

As mu.ch as 20 4 15 4 35 8
can afford (71. 4) (26.7) (62.5) (26.7) (67.3) (26.7)

T'Otal 28 15 24 15 52 30
(100.0) (100.0) (100.0) (loa. 0) (100.0) (l00.0)

Figures in parentheses indicate column percentages.
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the cost of education, the irrelevance of the girl's
educational qualifications for her natal household and ti"J.e
need for a girl's labour in the home appeared to be the
mJst important factors hampering female education in
S::.rsia Village (Table 2.23). Male respondents cited the ir­
relevance of the daughter's education to her natal
household anc her later life as the most important
reason for not sending girls to the scr.. )ol. By contrast
female respondents saw the hi.gh cost of education as the
greatest inhibiting factor.

For the top economic stratum, the need for a girl's
labour in the household, the high cost of education and
the irrelevance of her education to the natal household,
all appear to contribute equally in keeping her out of
school. In the middle economic stratum, the irrelevance of
a girl's education to her natal household was the most
important factor hampering her education. The high cost
of ecucation and the irrelevance of a girl's educational
qualifications to her natal household were the most
important factors in keepine girls from the bottom economic
stratma out of school (Table 2.24).

Similar reasons were given for desiring less
education for girls than for boys (Table 2.25).

Caste made no significant difference to the answers
to these questions (Table 2.26). The factors that appear
to hampEr female education are further discassed below:

1. It is considered that literacy will be of no use to
females in their adult life. A woman is not expected
to dedl with the outside world, so whatever she learns
she will forget. Take tl:l.e case of Raju, a girl about
14 years eld, whG went to the village sehGol and
completed her ~rimary education; she can no longer
read or write after leaving sehGol three years ago.
Asked why she was not sent for further education, her
parents replied that there was no girls' school in
the vicinity. Raju was already mature and could not
go to the secondary school in another village where
she would mix with all sorts of boys.

2. Education of girls is also hampered by the fact that
educated girls have to be married off to more educated
boys and this becomes an e.tpensive arrangement. Well-
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Table 2.23

REASONS FOR KEEPING GIRLS OUT OF ~HOOL BY
RESPONDENTS

~ Male Female TGlta1R.eason

l. They are needed fGlr 2 1 3
farm wGlrk ( 8.0) ( 3.8) ( 5.9)

2. They are ~in.g tGl get 7 7 14
married and leave (28.0) (26.9) (27.5)
the family

3. They are milt likely 1 1 2
tGl jein service ( 4.0) ( 3.8) ( 3 9)

4. They are needed at 5 4 9
home for domestic (20.0; (15.4) (17.6)
work

5. It costs too much 6 10 16
(24.0) (38.5) (31.4)

6. Their husband will 3 3 6
take care of them (12.0) (11. 6) (11.8)

7. 0thers 1 1
( 4.0) ( 1. 9)

TBtal 25 26 51
(100.0) (lOO. G) (l00.0)

Figaces in parentheses indicate c01~n percentages.
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Table 2.24

REASONS FOR KEEPING GIRLS OUT OF SCHOOL BY ECONOMI~

STRATA

1
( 8 .3)

2 2
(28.6) (16.7)

2 2
(28.6) (16.7)

1 2
(14.2) (16. 7)

~omic Strata

Reasons ~

1 . They are needed for
farm work

2. Th.ey are going to get
married and leave the
faIili1y

3. They are not likely to
jGlin service

4. Th.ey are needed at
home for domestic work

5. It costs too mach

6. Their husband will take
care 0f them

7. Others

T0ta1

Top

2
(23.6)

7
(100.0)

Middle

1
( 8.3)

4
(33.3)

12
(100.0)

Bottom

2
( 6.3)

8
(25.0)

1
( 3.1)

5
(15.6)

12
(37.5)

3
( 9.4)

1
( 3.1)

32
(l00 .0)

Figares in parentheses indieate column pereentages.



68

Table 2.25

REASONS FOR RELATIVELY LOWER DESIRED EDUCATIONAL LEVEL FOR
GIRLS BY RESPONDENTS

~ Male Female TGtalReasons

l. They will have tG 1 0 1
mix with bGys at ( 9.1) ( 3.7)
school

2. They are gGing be 4 6 10
married Gff (36.4) (37.5) (37.1)

3. They are RGt likely 0 1 1
tG JGin service ( 6.3) ( 3.7)

4. They are needed at
home f0r domestic 1 2 3
work ( 9.1) (12.5) (11.1)

5. It CGsts tG0 much 2 4 6
tG send them (18.2) (25.0) (22.2)

6. Their husband will 3 1 4
take care Gf them (27.2) ( 6.2) (14.8)

7. Others 0 2 2
(12.5) ( 7.4)

Tata1 11 16 27
(lOa .0) (100.0) (l00.0)

Figures in parentheses indicate ca1amn percentages.
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Table 2.26

REASONS FOR KEEPING GIRLS OUT OF SCHOOL
BY CASTE

~~ .....·__M_id_d_1_e [, L_O_W__

1. They are needed for
farm work

2. They are going to get
married and leave the
family

3. They are not l;k~ly

to join service

4. They are needed at
home for domestic
work

5. It costs too much

6. Their husband will
take care of them

7. Others

Total

4
(l0.2)

10
(25.6)

2
( 5.13)

7
(17.9)

11
(:28.2)

4
(10.25)

1
( 2.65)

39
(lOO.O)

1
( 8.3)

4
(33.3)

5
(41. 7)

2
(16.7)

12
(100.0)
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to-do families want to marry off their consanguinal
women to richer f~ilies. This practice oi economic
hyperg~y is a financial drain on the girl's parents
who must provide a tilak (gift of money) to the groom.

3. A girl's labour is needed in the household or on the
farm (see the section on 'Time Allocation' in Chapter
III).

4. Poverty makes education untenable. It is considered
that girls should make money from farm work rather
than waste their time in useless education. A poor
father of an eleven-year-old girl was asked why he
was not sending his daughter to school. He replied:

What will she do with education? She has been
given one or two goats. If she can bring them
up well she can make some money and buy some
silver jl'welry for herself when she goes to her
~asuIal (husband's household) after marriage.

Literacy for tne sake of literacy se~s useless to the
people of Sirsia. Literacy and education are seen as steps
to non-manual and non-farm work. The villagers reason
that there is no benefit in having children learn to read
and write if they have to continue performing manual work.

On the other hand, in wealthier families, educated
boys have started to seek literate wives. This has
propelled a few wealthy families to s~nd their girls to
school. At the same time there is a g.·e~ter tendency to
marry off girls at a younp, age to young uneducated boys
because educated boys need larger tilaks. But these
parents may send their married daughter to school at their
own place of residence so that she may be worthy 0f her
husband. Sometimes the bridegroom's parents insist on
this. For example, Rekha is about 12 years old and has
been married for two years. Her parents paid Rs.10,OOO
as tilak. Her husband is now finishinJ secondary school.
She is still at her natal home, but her husband's family
wants her educated, so she is given lessons at home and is
sent to the local school although her attendance there
is very irregular.

As a consequence of the low priority accorded to
education in the village world-view, only 22.7 percent of
the population aged 5 years and above are literate and
?nly 15.2 percent has had any schooling (Table 2.27).
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Only 9.9 percent of the females are literate, while male
literacy (36.1 percent) is considerably higher. About 24
percent of the male population in the sample have had
schooling compared to only 6.9 percent of the female
population. A breakdown by age indicates that while 30.4
percent of the school-age boys were attending or had been
to school, only 16.1 percent of the girls in that age group
were doing so. Literacy and education percentaties are
uniformly higher for males for all age groups.

However, a changing attitude towards female education
is discernable. Only 5.7 percent of the women above
fifteen were reported literate and only 2.9 percent said
they had been to school. Similar statistics were consi­
derably higher for girls between 5 and 14 years of age.
The sample shows the significance of economic factors in
a family's decision about the education of girls
(Table 2.28). Wealthy households more often educate their
daughters, as these daughters are expected to marry educated
boys. The small sample size precludes any firm judgement
on the influence of caste on female education (Table 2.29),
but education of Brahman girls, even from poor families,
seemec to be more common.

The Marriag~

Establishing a marriage in a Maithili community is an
extended affair lasting 3 to 7 years. The younger the
children are married, the more prolonged the interval
between the first marriage cerem0ny and final transfer of
the bride to her husband's h0usehold. The marriage
procedure star'·s from the moment the parents start looking
for a bride or groom, and is usually initiated by the
bride's parents. The bride's parents seek a match with a
family of good econcmic standing. The marriage c.ustoms
differ between the poor and the rich and among different
castes but the basic features of the marriage are:

1. Marriage before puberty; as early as p0ssible, but
generally around 10-13 years for the girls.

2. Patrilocal residence.

3. A prolonged interval between the first marriage
ceremony (bibah), and the final tr:~nsfer of the bride
(gauna) to her husband's househ01u.



Table 2.27

LITERACY AND EDUCATIONAL PATTERN BY AGE GROUD

~
Education- LlterRcv Pattern Lducatlonal Level
al Level

Population
Male Female Both Ma e Female Both

No No No
Age Lite- Il1i- Lite- 111i- Lite- Illi- School- Rchool- School- Schoo1- Schoo1- School-
group MalelFemale/Total rate terate rate terate rate terate inp Lng lng lng lng lng

5-14 23 31 54 7 16 6 25 13 41 7 16 5 26 1~ 42

(30.4) (69.6) (19.4) (80.6) (24.1) (75.9) (30 4) (69.6) (lfi.1) (83.9) (22.2) (77 .8)

15 and above 74 7f) 144 2R 46 t. 66 37 112 16 5R 2 n~ 18 126

(37.8) (62.2) ( 5.7) (94.3) (22.2) (77.~) (21.6) (7R.4) ( 2.9) (:7.1) (12.5) (87.5)

5 + 97 lin 198 35 62 If) Q1 45 151 23 74 7 94 30 1MI

(36.1) (63.9) ( 9.9) (90.1) (22.7) (77.3) (23.7) (76.3) ( 6.9) (93.1) (15.2) (84.8)



Table 2.28

EDUCATIOnAL PATTERN BY ECONOMIC STRATA
(For children between 5 and 14 years)

Male Female Total

No IPrimary No Primary No Primary
Economic Strata~lschooling schooling Total schooling schooling Total schooling schooling I Total

----
Top 2 1 3 6 3 9 8 4 12

(66.7) (33.3) (100.0) (66.7) (33.3) (l00.0) (66.7) (33.3) (l00.0)

-..J

Middle - 1 1 3 - 3 3 1 4 w
(l00.0) (l00.0) (l00.0) (loa. 0) (75.0) (25.0) (100.0)

Bottom 14 5 19 17 2 19 31 7 38
(73.7) (26.3) (l00.0) (89.5) (l0.5) (l00.0) (81. 6) (18.4) (100.0)

All strata 16 7 23 26 5* 31 ~2 12 54
(69.6) (30.4) (l00.0) (83.9) (l6.1) (l00.0) (77 .8) (22.2) (100.0)

Figures in parentheses indicate row percentages.

*Of the literate girls in this age group only one from the middle aconomic stratum
had been educated at home. thus making the number of literate females in this a~e ~roup
in Table 2.25.
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Table 2.29

EDUCATIONAL PATTERN BY CASTE

(For children between 5 and 14 years)

~
of edu-

Male FemalecatiGln
No Primary No Primary

Caste sct<OGlling schooling Total scho.lling schooling Total

High 1 1 1 1 2

(100.0) (100.0) (50.0) (50.0) (100.0)

1(idd1e 15 5 20 25 4 29

(75.0) (25.0) (1GO.O) (8~. 2) (13.8) (lGO.G)

Low 1 1 2

(50.G) (50.0) (100.0)

All castes 16 7 23 20 5 31

(~9.&) (30.4) (100. ()) (83.9) (16.1) (100.0)
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4. Severe purdah (seclusion)of the bride during the first
few years after her transfer to her husband's house­
hold which relaxes slowly with the birth of
successive children.

The practice of giving cash money (tilak) to the
bridegroom is specific to the wealthy families of Maithili
conmmnity. It may be considered a I1price l1 for hypergamy,
and Lhe bride's parents are willing to pay a somewhat
higher price to send their daughter to a family of better
economic standing. Before a marriage is contracted there
is a lot of haggling over the amount of tilak. The
bridegroom's side wants to get as much as possible, while
the bride's parents want to settle the tilak at the minimum
necessary for getting their daughter married into the
family of their choice. J:1any families sell their land to
get their daughters married off. Tilak payments are
becoming more and more onerous for the parents and are
undermining the value of daughters in Maithili society.
When a girl is bora the first consideration is to get her
married off well.

Educated boys cost more. Informants said that tilak
for a young boy still in school is about 10,000 rupees;
tilak for boys finishing school with a School Leaving
Certificate is about 20,000 rupees; and for an engineer or
a doctor the price is up to 100,000 rupees. However,
this practice is prevalent only among the well-to-·do, and
the poor people neither demand tilak nor receive it. It
is most mercenary in the case of rich Brahmans. There is
a special annual mela (gathering) in Madhubani, a nearby
town over the bO~Ger in India, where all Brahmans go to
find marriage partners for their children. In these
melas, continuous bargaining goes on over the price of
the bridegroom, the highest bidder being accepted by the
groom's side. The bride's parents literally have to buy the
husband for their daug~ters.

Asked why girls are married so early, members of
wea1Lhy households replied that the older their daughter
grows, the older the husband must be, and the price of
getting adult, educated husbands for daughter~ (especially
if the daughter is educated) is very high. They felt that
it is better to marry girls off early to promising boys
from rich households, because this is less costly. When
members of a poorer family were interviewed as to why
girls have to be married off so early, they replied that
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it was the custom and that eventually the daughters have to
go anyway. As a re1.son for seeking early marriage for sons,
many villagers mentioned the ~esire for grandchildren and
the mother-in-Iaw's need for a helping hand in the
household.

Eetween Brahmans and other castes, the marriage
customs differ slightly in ceremonial details (Table 2.30).
The common features and main points of interest in these
marriage procedures are: (i) tilak - the cash gift to the
bridegroom, (ii) kanyadan - the gift of the virgin,
(iii) the oath-taking before the fire and the placing of
the red vermilion powder on the bride's forehead and hair
parting, along with the giving of jute thread and gold as
good omens for long life and luck, (iv) an exchange of
gifts from both the bride's and the bridegroom's side as
well as a paying of homage to the bride's parents and other
older relatives by the bridegroom, and (v) marriage songs.

After the arrangement of the ma.rriage between the two
families, the formal ceremony of tilak-giving takes place.
People from the bride's house--usually the father, brothers
and father's brothers--go to the bridegroom's house where
tilak is given. After the valuables and money are handed
to Ene bridegroom amid ceremonial chants and joking songs
by women, the bridegroom has to touch the feet of the
elders of the bride's side who are present. This is
called cheka. The ceremony is accompanied by the singing
of the household women and music played by the village
musicians, though in Brahman marriages no music is played.
The ti1ak ceremony is a kind of engagement between the
prospective bride and groom. In the case of Brahman
marriages, the bridegroom's marriage party returns with
this tilak party to the bride's house for further
marriage ceremonies. In the case of other castes, gifts
for the bride and bride's mother which include food,
clothing, and jewelry, are sent by the bridegroom's side.

There is another ceremony which takes place only in
non-Brahman marriages. After Lilak the bride and groom are
married to the mango branch, the meaning of which is not
entirely clear. Informants said the mango branch is a
symbol of immortality or long life. Both boy and girl are
married to the mango branch prior to the real marriage.

The next step in the marriage c~remony is the gift
of the virgin (kanyadan). In BrahmFn marriages the
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Table 2.30

IMPORTANT FEATURES OF MARRIAGE CEREMONY

r

For Brahma.ns

1. Payment of ti1ak. Payment of
ti1ak and visit of the barat
(the bridegrooms party) to the
bride's house and consequent
marriage is a single process,
one event following the otber.

2.

3. Kanyadan -

The bride is given away by
her parents.

4. Oatb taking in front of the
fire. Takes place inside
the house--the manda~--the

sacred fire is lit in the
bouse.

5. Gauri pu~a--worship of the
Goddess auri.

6. Gauna--eventua1 transfer
of the bride to the
husband's household. May
take place after many years
of marriage, or may be
within the year of marriage
depending upon the age of
of the bride.

7. No musicians accompany
the barat.

8. Marriage songs accompany
all ri.t\ia1s pr0€edures

For others

Payment of tilak and
visit of barat and
marriage ceremony are
separately ttmed cere­
monies. Giving of
ti1ak is called cbeka.

Marriage to the mango
brancb.

The bride is given away
by ber maternal uncle
and aunt, or paternal
grand/aunt or maternal
aunt. Only in tbe
absence of all tbese
relatives, do the girl's
parents give away the
daughter.

T~e mandap (sacred fire)
is lit in the courtyard.

Gauna invariably takes a
place after a long
period because the girls
are married young.

Musicians accompany
the barat.

Marriage songs accom­
ma~y all ritual prece­
dares.
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kanyadan is performed by the girl's parents. In other
marriages either the maternal uncle and aunt, or paternal
grandaunt or maternal aunt give away the bride. Only in
the absence of these relatives do the girl's parents
andertake the kanyadan. The person making the gift of the
virgin also gives a cow, gold and other things to the
bridal pair. Generally, the person who makes this gift of
the virgin cannot eat or use anything brought frorn the
bridegroom's side. HoweveL. in Brahman families this rule
seem to be impracticable since here the bridegroom's
family mast send food and gifts to the bride's family.
The informant explained that the gift of gold and a cow
after kanyadan is made to atone for committing the sin of
asing things brought from the bridegroom's side.

Gauri puja and the lightine of the sacred lights are
specinc---features of Brahman marriage ceremonies. ~.a.uri
~ (worship ofthe goddess Gauri who is the spouse ~ord
~hrva) symbolises devotion of the bride to her husband; the
light which burns four nights and days throughout the
ceremony symbolises her prayer for the long life of her
husband. The marriage ceremony is completed in four days
and the bride and the bridegroom share the same room on the
fourth night. The bridegroom then returns alone to his
house, although he is henceforth free to visit his wife
at her house. It is the custom of all castes that the
transfer of the new bride to the affinal household (~auna)
takes place only after an interval, the length of wh~ch
depends upon the age of the bride.

Table 2.31

EXCHANGES PER MARRIAGE BY ECONOMIC STRATA

Number of (In
Economic reported rupees)
strata marriages To Bride To Groom To Affines Total

Top 2

Bride's side 9,750 250 2,430 11,000

Tilak (cash) 250 1,000 1,250
Oth.er 6,700 3,450 9,750

Groom's side 2,450 1,430 3,880
Bottom 5
Bride's side 140 400 152 652
Gr@om's side 388 24 412
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In. the marriage ceremony, the bride has to be given
lac bracelets f a yellow saritvermillion powder~ and
hansuli, a necklace shaped like a sickle~ from. the bride­
groom ' s side, Among tIle Maithili people th.e red vermillion
powder and lac bracelets are the signs of a marri~d women.
A widow may not wear these items. At the death of her
husband, vermillion is ceremonially washed from a woman's
forehead and hair parting and the lac bracelets broken.

Except for tilak, the exchange of gifts during marriage
is a two-way flow. But there is always more expenditure
and gift giving from the bride's side. In the marriages
reported in this sample, the average marriage expenses o-~

the bride's side were about 58 percent more than those OL
the groGtl1's side in th.e 'bottom economic stratum, and almost
three times more in the marriages of the top economic
stra~ (Table 2.31). There was no tilak involved in the
marriages Gf the bottom economic stratum. One marriage in
the top economic stratum reported a cash gift of 2,500
rupees. In the bGttom ec(naomic stratum, marriage gift
exchanges involve food and clothing and some silver jewelry
to the bride. In the top economic stratum, on the other
hand, all kinds of gifts are given from the bride's side
while the gifts from the grGom's side consist of food,
clothing and jewelry. A list of gifts given to the bride­
groom and the bride by the bride's parents in one marriage
in the top economic stratum is given in Table 2.32.

It is interesting to note tha.t the groom's side
bargains, not only over the gifts to the bridegroom and his
parents, but also over the gifts given to the bride by her
own parents. This is because women do not have total
control over their own jewelry or even their clGthing. In
one recent marriage the bride was asked by her mother-in-law
not to use any of the clothing given to her by her parents
while in her natal home. She was told to wear these
clothes only in her husband's house. Her parents also had
to agree to let her finish her school education and bear
the cost of her education before sending her to her affinal
household. This was all part Gf the marriage agreement.

All marriage ceremonies are accompanied by women's
marriage songs in both the bride's and the bridegroom's
households. These are mostly joking songs and songs about
how a bride should behave in her affinal household, what she
should expect, the love she is going to receive from her
husband etc. The songs are to tease the bridegroom in
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Table 2.32

LIST 0F GIFTS FROM BRIDE'S PARENTS IN A TOP ECONOMIC STRATUM
MARRIAGE

To Groom

1 . Fumiture
2. Watch
3. Bicycle
4. Transistor
5. Gold ring
6. Gold chain
7. Clothing

To Bride

1. CIGthing
2. Gold jewelry
3. Silver jewelry
4. Watch

Total:

Total:

Value in rupees

1,000
500
650
950
750

1,000
1.000
4, 150

2,500
3,900
3,500

500
9,400

the bride's household and the bridegrGom's mother in the
bridegroom's household.

The girl stays for a long time in her natal hGusehG1d
after her marriage. She is prepared Gver a prolonged
periGd fGr her even'~aal trai"sfer to her affinal householcL
After puberty (1~ to 18 years) she is finally transferred
tG the affinal household. Even this transfer process is
pro1Gnged by a whole year Gf gGing back and forth between
her natal and affinal hGusehG1d. In the beginning the
affinal WGmen treat the new bride well, and she sits
mast Gf the time inside a room where a constant string Gf
female visitGrs come to have a loGk at her and evaluate
her physical features.

J)uring this time, the bridegroom's househGld shGWS off
the dowery and the bride while the villagers may either
criticize Gr praise the bride and the quality and qu.antity
af the gifts sent by the bride's people. The bride rarely
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hears these criticisms.

'Womanhood

Thus some time between the age of 13 and 18, a girl
goes to live permanently in her husband's household. She
has to adjust herself to the new set of relatives, their
habits and b~havior. This household is usually an
extended family with the briie's father-in-law or husband's
eldest brother as head of the family and her mother-in-law
or the eldest sister-in-law managing the household. She is
the youngest and newest entrant to the affinal group. She
has no allies within the household. If there are internal
factions, each group will try to get her on their side.
She will have to behave cautiously and join forces with
the group whose interestb best coincide with hers. She
might make many mistakes and suffer in the process, or she
might eventually emerge as a powerful woman in her maturity.
But a long time must elapse and a series of events must
take place in the life cycle of the household--and of the
woman herself--before she can begin to have an effective
voice in the management of family affairs.

At the beginning, as the most junior woman in the
household, she is gradually drawn into the household
chores. Her first job is cooking, since it is the duty
of the youngest affinal women to do the household cooking.
She is not assigned tasks for which she would have to
venture outside the house. With time her work load
becomes quite heavy. It is interesting to note from the
time-allocation study that sisters-in-law, daughters-in­
law and granddaughters-in-law are the most heavily worked
members in the family (Table 2.33). These categories of
women worked an average of 11 hours per day compared to
about 10 hours for female spouses and 8.5 hours for mothers
and paternal aunts. By comparison, their male counterparts
worked an average of about seven hours a day. It is also
noteworthy that these categories of women spena the largest
portion of their time on domestic work. Of the 3.55
hours they each devote on the average to productive work,
1.3CJ hours was spent on food processing, which is also
performed mostly within the household. These women had
the least amGunt of leisure, about three hours per woman
per day. They also spent the least time on social
activities--only 0.03 hour per day.

As the daughter-in-law and youngest sister-in-law in
the family, the young bride is subjected to critical eyes
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Table 2.33

TIME SPENT ON DIFFERENT AcTIVITIES BY RELATION TO THE HOUSEHOLD HEAD

(For population of 15 years and above)

ClO
N

~ Productive'Food
Animal Agri- process- EducationRelation . hus- cul- ing & Work & perso-

t9 household Jbandry ture manufac- Other Total Domes- Child- burden nal main- Social Leisure Total workinghead turing tic care tenance hours1 2 3 4 'i f, 7 A a_~.J.".J. ,n , , 1 ~
. '" _. _...... --

8
1. Head of the house-

hold 0.46 3.28 0.44 2.03 6.21 0.43 0.13 6.77 2.00 0.11 7.12 16.00
2. Spouse 0.72 1. 28 1. 37 1.06 4.43 4.06 1. 25 9.74 1.65 0.08 4.53 16.00
3. Mother/aunt 0.54 0.74 1. 07 1. 07 3.42 3.46 1. 62 8.50 1.20 0.16 6.14 16.00
4. Married brother/

son, nephew, etc. 0.98 3.42 0.42 1. 82 6.64 0.42 0.03 7.09 1. 95 0.13 6.83 16.00
5. Sister-in-law,

daughter-in-law,
grand-daughter-
in-law 0.70 0.69 1.39 0.77 3.55 6.24 1. 30 11.09 1.81 0.03 3.07 16.00
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and her work is constant~y watched to detect mistakes. In
rich households, if she did not bring a good tilak and
dowry, she may be treated very harshly right from the
beginning. Her position in the affinal household is
stronger if her natal household is in a position to
support her. This depends upon whether or not she has
loving parents.

In poor households the new bride is entrusted with
any and all household activities about a month after her
arrival in the house, but she is usually not taken to the
fields to participate in agricultural work for two or
three years. Once she has produced a child, she is
expected to work in the fields like other women. In poorer
households a wife is judged according to her ability to
work rather than by what she has brought in the form of
dowry or tilak. These assets are minimal in poor families.

At this stage in her life, a woman is expected to
show extreme respect towards those of her husband's
relatives who are senior to her either by age or by
generation. Her freedom of behavior and speech is severely
restricted. She goes out to the fields to go to the toilet
only in the early morning or in the late evening, with
some other females of the household. She is allowed a
private room with her husband, but her husband will visit
her there only at night. She is not supposed to be seen
by any males of the house or of the village who are senior
to her husband. She may, however, be seen by her husband's
younger brothers or cousins or other related males who
are a generation below her, e.g., sons of her husband's
brothers. And she is allowed to have a joking relation­
ships with her husband's younger brother and his younger
cousins (father's brother's sons).

The new wife usually comes from a nearby village.
About 84 percent of the married women in the Sirsia sample
were from villages not more than six hours' walk away.
No woman said that it took more than one day to travel to
her natal home (maika) (Tables 2.34 and 2.35).

Women's visits to their natal homes are infrequent
but they usually spenc a few months there at a stretch.
One informant said that it was difficult to visit her
natal home frequently because when she came back to t~e

husband's household after such visits, she had to bring
substantial gifts of food and delicacies to her in-laws.
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Table 2.34

DISTANCE TO NATAL HOME BY ECONOMIC STRATA

Middle All Strata
Num- Num- Num-
ber Percent ber Percent ber Percent

Same village 2 5.6 2 2.9

0-6 hours 23 92.00 8 100.00 27 75.0 58 84.1

6 hours-l day 2 8.00 7 19.4 9 13.0

Total 25 100.0 8 100.0 36 100.0 69 100.0

Table 2.35

DISTANCE TO NATAL HOME BY CASTE

Middle
Num-

Distance ber Percent percent

Same village 2 3.2 2 2.9

0-6 hours 2 66.7 54 85.7 2 66.7 58 84.1

6 hours-l day 1 33.3 7 11.1 1 33.3 9 13.0

Total 3 100.0 63 100.0 3 100 .} 69 100.0
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Her maika had to give her and all her visiting children
new clothing, too.

In contrast to the Parbatia insistence that women
give bi.rth in their husband's householt', Maithili women
are usually expected to have their babies in their natal
households. While lactating, therefore, they may spend
many months in their natal households, if they have
living parents or brothers who care for them. According
to the sample statistics, women in the 15-44 age group
spend more time in their natal households than older
women who have relatively little chance to do so
(Table 2.36). In the current sample comparatively less
women from the middle e':ol~omic stratum had time to visit
their natal households than those of the top or bottom
strata (Table 2.37). Similarly more of the high caste
women visited their natal households (Table 2.38).

Except for these visits to their natal household,
women at this stage of life have very little mobility.
Actually, overall mobility appears very low for both men
and women. About 69 percent of the males and 86 percent
of the females had made no trips outside the village
within the year of their survey. About 19 percent of
the males and 12 percent of the females had made 1 to 3
trips, while only one woman and 10 men (about 12 percent)
reported making more than three trips (Table 2.39). The
mobility of women in the middle economic stratum in this
sample was less than the mobility of women in the top or
bottom economic strata (Table 2.40).
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1'able 2.36

TIME SPENT IN NATAL HOME BY AGE GROUP

In number

None 1-14 15-30 31-90 91+ Total

15-24 9 2 3 2 1 17

(52.9) (11.8) (17.6) (11.8) ( 5.9) (100.0)

25-44 18 5 4 2 5 34

(52.9) (14.7) (11.8) ( 5.9) (14.7) (l00 .0)

45 + 10 4 1 15

(66.7) (26.7) ( 6.6) (100.0)

Total 37 11 8 4 6 66

(56.1) (16.7) (12.1) ( 6.0) ( 9.1) (100.0)

Figures in parentheses indicate row percentages.
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Table 2.37

TIME SPENT IN NATAL HOME BY ECONOMIC STRATA

In number
Days

None 1-14 15-30 31-90 91+ Total

Top 14 2 2 2 4 24

(58.4) ( 8.3) ( 8.3) ( 8.3) (l6.7) (lOO.O)

Middle 5 2 1 8

(62.5) (25.0) (l2.5) (100.0)

Bottom 18 9 4 1 2 34

(52.9) (26.5) (11.8) ( 2.9) ( 5.9) (100.0)

Total 37 11 8 4 6 66

(56.1) (16. 7) (l2.1) ( 6.0) ( 9.1) (100.0)

Figures in parentheses indicate row percentages.
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Table 2.38

TIME SPENT IN NATAL HOI-IE BY CASTE

(In number)

~Caste None 1-14 15-30 31-90 91+ Total

High 3 3

(lao. 0) (l00.0)

Middle 33 10 7 4 6 60

(55.0) (16.7) (11.6) ( 6.7) (10.0) (lao .0)

Low 1 1 1 3

(33.3) (33.3) (33.4) (lao .0)

Total 37 11 8 4 6 66

(56.1) (16.7) (l2.l) ( 6.0) ( 9.1) (100.0)
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Table 2.39

MOBILITY PATTERN BY AGE GROUP AND SEX

(In number)

~
grQUp/

Sex 10 - 14 15 - 24 25 - 39 40 + Total
Trips Male IFemale Male IFemale Male IFemale Male IFemale Male I Female

N0 trip 9 9 18 19 20 22 10 19 57 69

(100.0) (90.0) (90.0) (95.0) (57.1) (75.9) (52.6) (90.5) (68.7) (86.2)
00
\0

1-3 - 1 2 1 7 6 7 2 16 10

(10.0) (10.0) ( 5.0) (20.0) (20.7) (36.8) ( 9.5) (19.3) (12.5)

4-10 - - - - 3 - 1 - 4

( 8.6) ( 5.3) ( 4.8)

10 + - - - - 5 1 1 - 6 1

(14.3) ( 3.4) ( 5.3) ( 7.2) ( 1. 3)

TEltal 9 10 20 20 35 29 19 21 83 80
(100.0) (100.0) (100.0) (100.0) (100.0) (100.0) (100.0) (100.0) (100.0) (100.0)

Figures in the parentheses indicate c01umn percentages.



Table 2.40

MOBILITY PATTE~~ BY ECONOMIC STRATA AND SEX

-_....... - ... 1

~
stratal

Sex T0P Middle B0ttom All strata
Trips . Male I Female Male I Female Male 1 Female Male I Female

No trip 14 23 7 8 36 38 57 69
(58.3) (82.1) (63.6) (l00.0) (75.0) (86.4) (68.7) (86.2)

1-3 4 5 3 - 9 5 16 10
(16.7) (17.9) (27.3) (18.7) (11.4) (19.3) (12.5)

\0

4-10 2 - - - 2 - 4 - 0

( 8.3) ( 4.2) ( 4.8)

10 + 4 - 1 - 1 1 6 1
(16.7) ( 9.1) ( 2.1) ( 2.2) ( 7.2) ( 1. 3)

TGltal 24 28 11 8 48 44 83 80
(100.0) (100.0) (100.0) (100.0) (l00.0) (100.0) (100.0) (100.0)

Figures in parentheses indi~~te ~olumn percentages.
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Conception. Birth and Fertility

Within two to three years, a woman is expected to
begin having children. If she does not produce any
children within five years after moving in with her
husband, people begin to worry and suggest various
prayers, rituals and visits to village curers. If she is
able to produce at least daughters, her husband and her
in-laws are willing to wait quite a long ttme for a male
child from her. But if she is unable to produce a son
towards the end of her child bearing age (40-45) then
the man has the legittmate option to marry again. In
fact relatives will advise him to do so. If he is
himself an only son, there may be great pressure on him
to marry again.

At the ttme of this survey, 8.5 percent of the males
and 13.3 percent of the females were living in polygnous
marriages; that is, 13.3 percent of the women had co-wives,
while 8.5 percent of the men had more than one wife.
(Table 2.41). The incidence of polygnous marriages appears
to be greater in the top economic stratum. Castewise,
only men of the middle castes seem to have no more than
one living wife (Table 2.42).

No stigma is attached to polygyny. A man is consi­
dered to have a natural right to ~lural wives. When asked
why they had polygamous marriages, men gave many different
reasons, such as dislike of the first wife, or the first
wife's inability to bear a son.

The wife must resign herself to a co-wif~ if she is
unable to provide male progeny. One of the W0men in the
sample who has so far borne only daughters said that she
will go on having children until she gives birth to a son.
Should she fail to do so, she will ask her husband to
marry again.

The Sirsia sample showed that 8.5 percent 0f the men
had more than one wife living with them. It is also
interesting to note that 16.7 percent of the married men
in the top economic stratum and a similar percentage in
the middle stratum had two wives, in contrast to 2.8
percent of the men in the bottom economic stratum.
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TYPE OF PRESENT MARRIAGE BY ECONOIHC STRATA AND SEX

(For population of 15 years and above)

E~onomi~

strata/Sex
Top Middle Bottom All Strata

Type
of present
marriage Male I Female Male J Female Male , Female Male , Female

M<:>n0gam0us 15 16 5 6 34 30 54 52
(83.3) (72.7) (83.3) (l00.0) (97.1) (93.8) (91.5) (86.7)

\D

Polygynous 3 6 I - I 2 5 8 N

(16.7) (27.3) (16.7) ( 2.9) ( 6.2) ( 8.5) (13.3)

Total 18 22 6 6 35 32 59 60
(100.0) (100.0) (100.0) (100.0) (l00.0) (100.0) (l00 .0) (l00.0)

Figures in parentheses indicate column percentages.
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Table 2.42

TYPE OF PRESENT MARRIAGE BY CASTE AND SEX

(For population of 15 years and above)

~Type Hi£h Middle Lowaf pre-
sent marriage Male I Female Male I Female Male I Female Male I Female

M0n0gam0us 3 3 49 47 2 2 54 52
(100.0) (100.0) (90.7) (93.1) (l00.0) (100.0) (91.5) (86.7)

Polygamous - - 5 8 - - 5 8 \0

( 9.3) ( 6.9) ( 8.5) (13.3) w

T0tal 3 3 54 55 I 2 59 60
(100.0) (100.0) (100.0) (100.0) (100.0) (l00.0) (100.0) (100.0)

Figures in parentheses indicate column percentages.
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Thus it is crucial to a woman's ~ell-being that she
produce sons. Without sons she loses her hold over her
husband and her security in the household. Her rights
are limited to mere subsistence which she must earn by
constant toil. It is not surprising that the focus of a
young woman's attention during her productive years is
on producing sons, since her power in the household and
security in old age depend on them. It is also not
surprising that women are devoted to their sons. Love
will, of course, be shown to both sons and daughters,
but a woman's self-interest lies in bearing as many sons
as possible.

As a consequence, fertility is high in this society.
The n~unber of conceptions and children born alive is
unifurmly high for women in all economic strata and castes.

The high social value attached to children and high
fertility is in direct conflict with the national goal
of population control and reduction in fertility. The
average number of conceptions per woman, among women who
have completed 50 years of age, was 5.93 and on the
average each woman had 5.64 live births (Table 2.43). The
number of ever-born children per woman is slightly lower
than the national average of 3.3 per ever-married woman
aged 15 to 49 (Nepal Fertility Survey, 1976). The mean
number of children now alive per adult woman is also
slightly lower than the national average of 2.4. The
number of sons now alive is 15 percent more than the
number of daughters now alive. The difference among the
women of different economic strata regarding conception
and birth as well as the number of living sons is
statistically insignificant (Table 2.44). Nor does
family structl~re show any significant relation to these
variables (Table 2.45).

Fertility in general and the begetting of sons in
particular is highly desired and prized in Maithili
society. A woman's worth is jadged in terms of how many
sons she can produce and no amount of propaganda can
divert he~ from pursuing her individual interests as
best she can.

Maturity and Old Age

A woman gains full membership and security in her
husbnnd's household after she gives birth to a son. But
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Table 2.43

AVERAGE NUMBER OF CONCEPTIONS AND BIRTHS PER ADULT FEMALE BY
AGE GROUP

Concep-
Birthstions

15-19 7 1.00 0.29 0.15 0.14 0.29

(0.00) (0.49) (0.38) (0.38) (0.49)

20-24 12 1.83 1.25 0.75 0.25 1.00

(l.12) (1. 22) (0.62) (0.45) (0.95)

25-29 16 3.06 2.63 1.19 1.06 2.25

(1. 48) (1. 59) (1.17) (0.77) (1. 29)

30-49 20 4.45 4.05 1. 25 1. 55 2.80

(2.01) (2.01) (1.33) (1.40) (1.64)

50 + 14 5.93 5.64 2.07 1.43 3.50

(1.98) (2.21) (1. 39) (1. 28) (1.70)

Village 69 3.62 3.17 1. 21 1.04 2.25

Average (2.28) (2.44) (1. 24) (1.16) (1.71)

Figures in parentheses indicate standard de~iations.
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Table 2.44

AVERAGE NUMBER OF CONCEPTIONS AND BIRTHS PER ADULT FEMALE BY
ECONOMIC STRATA

~
Number

Concep-of Births Male Female Total
Economic respon- tions
strata r1 ents

Top 26 3.85 3.42 0.85 1.30 2.15

(2.54) (2.80) (1.01) (1.29) (1. 69)

Middle 8 3.88 3.50 1.63 0.87 2.50

(2.23) (2.33) (1.06) (1.13) (1. 51)

Bottom 35 3.40 2.91 1.37 0.89 2.26

(2.13) (2.20) (1.40) (1.05) (1.80)

Village 69 3.62 3.17 1.21 1. 04 2.25

(2.28) (2.44) (1.24) (1.16) (1.71)

Figures in parentheses indicate standard deviations.
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Table 2.45

AVERAGE NUMBER OF CONCEPTIONS AND BIRTHS PER ADULT FEMALE BY
FAMILY STRUCTURE

~
Number
of Children now aliveFamily respon- Concep- Births I Female Istructure dents tions Male Total

Nuc:!.ear 22 3.77 3.59 1.45 1.05 2.50

(2.25) (2.24) (1.22) (1.00) (1.44)

Extended 47 3.55 2.98 1.09 1.04 2.13

(2.32) (2.52) (1. 25) (1. 23) (1. 83)

Village 69 3.62 3.17 1.21 1.04 2.25

Average (2.28) (2.44) (1. 24) (1.16) (1. 71)

Figures in parentheses indicate standard deviations.
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a long time el~pses between the birth of a son and a
woman gaining a hold over household affairs. Meanwhile
her husband must gain control over the farm affairs or an
effective voice in the management of the farm. In this
interim period a woman's S0urce of power is her husband.
She reaches the height of her power when her husband is the
head of the family and her children are growing up.

After the death of her husband a woman's power
depends upon whether or not her sons listen to her,
whereas a wife exerts power only when she can influence
her husband. The following case illustrates this. Pano
is the mother of three sons. She is a widow and lives in
a household of eighteen members consisting of her sons and
their families. She used to be in charge of the management
of the household, then, about two years ago, her husband
died. She had three daughters-in-law and a host of grand
children to command. But there was constant bickering in
the household, and the eldest daughter-in-law was at odds
with the old woman. ::' ..e used to avoid work and blame Pano
for household mismanagement and for granting special
favours to her own daughter who was visiting her natal home
after child birth. Finally the dispute was settled by
dislodging the old woman from her position as household
manager. This decision was made by her sons. In this
dispute the younger daughters-in-law supported their
sister-in-law rather than Pano. The old woman was forced
into a position where she had nothing to do, and she was
furious. When she was told she could "just live and
please herself," she replied that she was a person, not
a ghost. Now she spends all day collecting grass for the
animals and caring for them and nobody pays attention to
her wishes and needs.

On the other hand, the story of Lalo is quite
different. Though her son was reported as the head of the
household in our interview, Lalo is defacto head of the
household and manages the farm as well. At present Lalo
is about 53 years old. Her husband died leaving her a
young son about ten years old and a large farm. She
invited her husband's sister's husband to assist her on
the farm and she managed the household and farm expertly.
She raised the son and got him married. At present her
son, who is about 30 years old, has three children. Lalo
is a contented grandmother and a powerful force in the
family.
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The case of Mano is similar. She was respected and
praised by other villagers when her husband, now 125 years
old, had to flee the village and fight a court case in
Kathmandu; she was left on her own and managed the big
household of about twenty persons (including her own son
and grandsons and her brother-in-law's son and grandsons)
very weI:. She is now about 90 and living with her
husband and eldest daughter, while all her grandsons and
her brother-in-Iaw's grandsons live in separate households.

Although a minority of families are joint-extended
households, the living quarters of brothers, the father
and sons, are clustered around the same courtyard or
attached to each other. The social relationship among
the members of the family are more or less the same
whether they eat in one kitchen or in separate kitchens.
Almost all the families have at least one parent with them
and ha~c younger brothers living with them. At certain
times, the household contains various people of different
kinship relations to each other (Table 2.46). There is a
complex set of relati1nships among household members.
Each kinship link carries a set of mutual obligations,
rights and expectations.

A father is responsible for bringing up his children
and disciplining them, especially his sons. It is a
father's duty to find a worthy husband for his daughter
and to marry her at the right time. A caring father of
good economic standing will try to marry his daughters into
a good family by giving a large tilak and other presents
to the groom's family at the weddin? In return, the
daughters shoulrl protect the family s name by observing
proper sexual and social behavior before and after
marriage. Before marriage daughters are expected to take
care of the small babies in the household and help the
mother with household chores. In poor families, in
addition to helping her mother in domestic work, a daughter
has to give a helping hand with work in the fields.

A mother is responsible for feeding the family,
managing the household well in her later years, and locking
after the married daughters and their children when they
are visiting. Mothers are expected to pa.ss over their land
to the sons but they may give their jewelry and clothing
to their daughters. Disciplining a daughter is one of the
mother's most important duties. The daughters-in-law and
younger sisters-in-law have to show great respect to their
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Table 2.46

POPULATION BY RELATION TO HOUSEHOLD HEAD

group
3elow 15-50 50 + Total

Relation to 15 ercentage
household head to total

Men 45 63 11 119 50.6

li. Head of the household 24 11 35 14.9

2. Brother unmarried 2 1 3 1.3

3. Brother married 7 7 3.0

4. Son/nephew unmarried 27 6 33 14.0

5. Son/nephew married 18 18 7.7

6. Son-in-law 1 1 0.4

7. Grand son unmarried 16 1 17 7.2

8. Grand son married 2 2 0.8

9. Other non-relatives 3 3 1.3
women

Women 46 56 14 116 49.4

A. CQnsanguinal (44) (5) (7) (56) (23.9)

10. Mother/paternal aunt 1 7 8 3.4

11. Daughter/niece unmarried 27 27 11.5

12. Daughter/niece married 1 2 3 1.3

13. Sister married 3 3 1.3

14. Grand daughter/niece 12 1 13 5.5
unmarried

15. Grand daughter/niece 1 1 2 0.8
married

B. Affinal (1) (51) (7) (59) (25.1)

16. Wife 25 7 32 13 .6

17. Sister-in-law 8 8 3 4

18. Daughter-in-law 1 17 18 7 .7

19. Grand-daughter-in-law 1 1 0.4

20. Other female relatives (1) (1) (0.4)

Total population 91 119 25 235 100.0
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mothers-in-law and older sisters-in-law. Mothers-in-law,
on the other hand are expected to treat their daughters­
in-law considerately, for example, by giving them
ornaments and cosmetics. The older sisters-in-law are not
supposed to fight with t~.eir younger sisters-in-law, while
the younger ones are expected to do most of the housework.
The responsibility of cooking always falls to the youngest
affinal ~man in the family.

Elder brothers are expected to take the place of the
father in his absence. They are expected to care for the
younger brothers and sisters While these younger children
are expected to respect and listen to the elder brothers.
Answering back to an elder, father or brother, is
considered bad behaviour. While the older brother, in the
absence of his father, is responsi~le for bringing up
younger brothers and sisters, sisters have no obligations
to each other. Their obligation towards their brothers is
both ritual and based on affection.

In this system a father, as the head of the household,
has top command and his youngest son is at the bottom of
the male hierarchy. Sons are expected to respect their
father and elder brothers. Bu~ all women of the household
are lower in the hierarchy vis-a-vis their male counter­
parts and carry the obligaticn of obedience and subjugation
to them.

Given the interplay of divarse factors, it is hard to
say why and when some women gain power while other are
powerless. As discussed in the introduction the authority,
in contrast to power, is derived from a social system and
has to be backed by society. Women never have any
authority. But power may be exercised even without
authority and this is what women strive for--access to
power. Some are successful in this endeavour and others
are not, depending first of all upon whether or not they
can produce sons.

A woman's sole access to resources and power within
the household is through her husband or sons. This fact
is vital in the evaluation of a woman's position in the
household. In Sirsia's well-to-do families, some women are
very powerful while others are treated almost as servants.
But the status of a powerful woman is a derived status
(derived through husbands and sons) and, as individuals,
women have little value in this social system. Men, on
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the other hand, though they have little authority when they
are young, in middle age move more or less automatically to
a position of considerable prestige and power as eventual
heads of families. This basic inequality between the sexes
pervades all social behavior and is reflected in attitudes
towards fertility, female health and nutrition, female
education and marriage.
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No more power in the household.
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Ready for marriage.
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CHAPTER III

THE ECONOMIC SYSLEM

The economy of Sirsia village may be analyzed in the
following framework:

(1) The economic setting - linkages and channels of
interaction

(2) The household economy - production and work patterns.

The village as an economic entity is part of ~e larger
economic systems of the district and nation. On ...le other
hand, the village unit contains many and varied systen.o:>
within itself, most important and elemental of which are the
households.

The economic relations of the Village with the outside
world manifest themselves through both mone~ised or non­
monetised exchange of products and labour. Pa..·ticipation
in this process of ~change brings people into contact with
the outer world and exposes them to an external environment.

The Village of Sirsia has a relatively small ~arketable

agricultural surplus. Within the survey year, only 11.8
percent of the total household production was marketed while
only 65 percent of the households reported bulk selling.
However, all households had to sell something to meet their
needs for other products. The villagers participate in a
series of local markets called hat. These hat markets
take place in and around the viIIage on different days of
the week. Through.Jut the week there is always a hat
somewhere nea~by, and once a week the hat is organized
within the village panchayat itself. The largest hat is the
weekly market in Mahendra Nagar, 8 kilometres from~rsia
where bulk selling of agricultural products and of animals
takes place. Transactions involving small sales take
place in the local village hat markets, where the partici­
pation of women as buyers ana-sellers is as important as
that of men. But wemen usually sell village products, such
as vegetables, cooked food, pulses and dried spices, while
almost all the industrial products coming from the cities
are sold by men. Bulk grain sellers end buyers are also men.
The village links with the broader world are always
establLsned through men, whether the link is 1~litical or
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economic. But women participate actively in establishing
economic links within and between neighbouring villages
(Table 3.1).

Another economic link between the village and the
outside world is participation in the labour market. The
villagers' participation in the exchange of labour is very
limited. The villagers of Sirsia-Purbari enter the labour
market mostly as burers of labour. They hire people from
the surrounding viI ages as well as the labour of seasonal
migrants from India. Women participate in the labour
~~rket as sellers of labour power usually only within their
own village, though occasionally they work for landlords
in neighbouring villages. The time spent by all villagers,
both men and women. outside the village is marginal.
During the six months period of our observation, only 2
labour days were reported for employment outside the
village, and these were for men. All thp. days that women
spent outside the Village were ac·counted for by visits to
natal households or to grand-parents' household (Table 3.2).

As already mentioned in the introductory chapter. the'
majority of the villagers are extremely poor. Only one
household had more than 16 hectares of land and this was a
large household of 18 members. The remaining 34 households
all had less than seven hectares of land.

According to the definitions adopted for this study.
25.7 percent of the households are in the top economic stratum
while 60 percent constitute the bottom (Table 3.4). Only
14.3 percent of the housel.olds fall in the middle economic
stratum.. There are three old landlord families. one or two
new landlords, and one or two new upcoming families who
have recently made money from business and trading. These
newer petty bourgeois families are investing their trading
profits back into the land. The limited availability of
land together with a great demand for it have resulted in
rocketing land prices. At the same time, the population
pressure in the middle income group pften forces them to
pledge or sell their small pieces of land. and in this
way they are being rapidly eased out of land ownership.
The middle economic stratum is dwindling fast. Of the
total sample population of 235 persons, only 11.5 percent
are in the middle economic stratum. The top economic
stratum constitutes 33.2 percent of the total population.
and over 55 percent of the total sample population are in
the bottom economic stratum.
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Table 3.1

MALElFEMALE PARTICIPATION IN HAT BAZAARS

(local markets)

Percentage to
row total

Kind of Men Women

Fish and meat 17 1 18 94.4 5.6

Vegetables 31 37 68 45.6 54.4

Liquor 2 1 3 66.7 33.3

Rice and pulses 11 16 27 40.7 59.3

Salt, oil and spices 3 2 5 60.0 40.0

Textile 20 20 100.0

Sanitary goods, 23 12 35 65.7 34.3
cosmetics, station-
ary, etc.

Cooked food 4 5 9 44.4 55.6

Pottery 2 4 6 33.3 66.7

Tea and cigarettes 10 10 100.0

Shoe maker 2 2 100.0

Total 125 78 203 61. 6 38.4
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Table 3.2

PERCAPITA DAYS SPENT OUTSIDE THE VILLAGE* BY AGE GROUP

(In number of da s

group!
10 - 14 15Sex +

Purpose Male Female Male Female

For employment 2

For other purposes 5 6 12

Total days outside 5 8 12

*In six months period covered by the survey.
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Table 3.3

PERCAPITA DAYS SPENT OUTSIDE THE VILLAGE* BY
ECONOMIC STRATA

(For population of 15 years and above)

Top

Middle

Bottom

All strata

1

3

2

11

6

6

11

8

13

12

*In sixth months period covered by the survey.
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Table 3.4

DISTRIBUTION OF SAMPLE HOUSEHOLDS AND POPULATION BY ECONOMIC
STRATA

Economic

Top

Middle

Bottom

All strata

Households Population
Number Percent Number Percent

9 25.7 78 33.2

5 14.3 27 11.5

21 60.0 130 55.3

35 100.0 235 100.0
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There is a clear distinction in terms of social
prestige between the traditional landlord families and
the new rich. One landlord family in particular stands
at the top of the village hierarchy. This family has an
effective voice in village administration, even though
none of the family memb~rs live permanently in the village.
In spite of the government's land reform, which began in
1963, there are still cultivator families who have been
tilling the land since before 1941 and who have not yet
claimed tenancy rights. In one interview, one such
farmer, Ram, said that his landlord threatened him with
eviction should he claim tenancy rights. According to
Ram the landlord had promised to let him cultivate his
usual piece of land if he did not claim tenancy. The
landlord had also threatened to take away two-thirds of
the land which Ram was cultivating if Ram dared to declare
his tenancy rights. So Ram did not claim tenancy. He now
realizes that he made a mistake. The extreme economic
polarisation in the village is also reflected in the
statistics on economic stratification (Table 3.4).

The economic system of the village is completely
dependent on land ownership. Since there is no industry
nearby to provide employment, the villagers depend entirely
on agriculture for their living. People from Sirsia did
not go to work on the roads even when construction was
going on only 5 or 6 kilometres away from the village.
There is only one family in the village which has any
member involved in the organized service sector. Except
for the richest land10rd, only one person in the village
has finished middle s~hool and he was searching for a
job, temporarily te~ching in the village school. (The
teacher in the prima~y school in the village is an
outsider).

The traditional kamaiya system is a kind of feudal
labour relationship between the service castes and the
agricultural families. According to Luschinsky, a similar
system, called zazmani exists in areas around Delhi
(Luschinsky 1962). Sirsia-Purbari has a few blacksmith
(Lohar) families, a few barbers (Hazam) and some scavenger/
sweepers (Chwmars). The rest of the locally provided
services are given by outsiders. Barter is the norm and
grain is the medium of all exchange. Within the kamaiya
system, each barber, blacksmith and scavenger/sweeper
family has a fixed number of client households. The
service households receive different amounts of fixed
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~ual payments from their client families.

Barbers (Hazams)

Each household annually pays the barber about 18
kilos of paddy per every service-receiving member of the
main generation of the household. For example, if there
is a client household consisting of one elderly father,
three gro~~ sons and some grandsons, the barber will
receive only about 52 kilos of paddy annually, as the old
father and the grandsons have to be served free. The
client's guests also have to be served free. Apart from
this, the barbers are entitled to some specific payments
on religious occasions, such as marriage, bratabandha
(ritual conferring of full caste status to males) and
other functions. The village has about 10 barber house­
holds. One barber interviewed said that he served about
50 households. He complained that keen competition among
barbers prevented effective action towards any increase
in the annual payments. A barber usually has his own
house and land and is free to leave the village if he so
desires. The villagers can employ other barbers if they
wish. Traditionally neither of these actions were
allowed. Any service caste household wanting to leave the
village had to arrange for its replacement, and the
clients could be prevented from employing barbers from
outside the Village. In recent years, this mutual
unwritten tradition has been breaking down.

In this intercaste system, barbers' wives are bound
by custom to provide certain services to the client
households. Their most important activity is to give
manicures to the women of the client household, but they
do not receive any specific payment for their services.

Blacksmiths (Lohars)

Blacksmiths are paid about 37 kilos of paddy annually
per pair of oxen in the client's household. Those clients
who have 4 oxen or two ploughs pay twice that, i.e., 74
kilos. On the other hand, one cay's work under free hire
brings in 2 kilos of paddy (or 8 rupees). The blacksmiths
in Sirsia all live on their own land. They have the
traditional right to prevent other blacksmiths from
w~rking in the village but the competition from Indian
blacksmiths is keen and the landholders are increasingly
seeking the cheaper services of these competing Indian
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blacksmiths. The blacksmiths may leave the village if they
so desire without having to ensure alternative blacksmith
services for clients. The village is served by two black­
smith families living in this village and two from outside
the village. The local blacksmiths complain that, due to
keen competition, they are paid at a lower rate than are
agricultural labourers.

Agricultural Labourers

The agricultural labour system is somewhat complex.

Fixed period hiring: The landed households hire a
number of agricultural workers Uan) on a permanent,
annual, or semi-annual basis. In return these labourers
are given 0.2-0.4 hectares of land which they share cro~
(50:50). In return for this, they have to work for the~r

landlord in the busy seasons for payment of regular wages,
sometimes paid in cash but usually in kind. These labourers
carffiot work for other employers as long as their own land­
lords need them. They can borrow animals and other
labourers from the landlord to work their piece of share­
cropped land, but the animal and human labour days have to
be paid back by free labour for the landlord for an
equivalent number of days.

Labour exchange: Small farmers generally participate
in labour exchange arrangements, which is called
madattvia kaj in Sirsia and parma in other parts of Nepal.
There are no permanent labour exchange groups, but
exchange of labour in the iarma system is arranged on an
ad hoc basis by the small armers themselves. Women
participate in these arrangements Oily when other women
are involved. Usually it is a fami y to family exchange.
No differentiation in value is made between the labour
days of a man or a woman in these exchanges, and one man
day may be exchanged for one woman day. Most of the time
labour exchange involves animals. Poor families may own
only one ox, and so two poor families will combine to
constitute a plough team for working on each other's land.
This is called bhajauta.

The social organization of production is partly
feudal and partly market-oriented. The organization of
production extends beyond the kinship group or lineage,
but labour exchange groups tend to be kin cr friendship­
based. Kinship, however, is still the most important
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basis for co-operation in social occasions, such as
marriage and death. Women of the whole lineage work
together pounding rice, preparing beaten rice, cleaning
vegetables and cooking delicacies. Men of the lineage
work together in organizing marriages, funerals and other
ceremonies. The lineage group identity is still very
strong and it manifests itself most clearly in conflicts
involving people of different lineage.

Wage labour: A third kind of labour system is that
of wage labour. Labourers may be hired individually for a
day's work and paid on the basis of time worked. Wage
labour may also be procured on a contract basis whereby
an antire household will come and work collectively at a
task such as harvesting and will be paid as a group on the
basis of the amount of work done.

During the plantation period the labourers are
usually hired individually and paid a daily wage. The
regular daily wage rate is 4 kilos of grains without meals
and 2.5 kilos with three meals. In addition, children of
non-working age are allowed to eat the mid-day meal with
their parents in the field. It is interesting to note
that males and females in Sirsia receive the same wage for
the same type of work.

Harvesting labour is usually hired on a contractual
basis. The whole family works together and whatever is
harvested is shared between the landlord and the labourer.
The labourer's family earns a collec~ive income for which
all family members, including women, work. The rice
harvesting season is also the time for preparing land for
wheat and potatoes. So one man in the family ploughs
either the f~ily's or the landlord's land in the morning,
for which he gets a regular wage, while the rest of the
family go harvesting. After a meal and a brief siesta
during the heat of the day, he joins his family in harvest­
ing and in the afternoon they all start transporting the
harvested loads to the landlord's yard. Everybody carries
a load at the end of the day, but men start to transport
the loads earlier. Usually one labourer harvests not
less than eight loads a day.

In the contract labour system where ties are between
households, not individuals, and where a man is considered
the head of the household, the W0men' s economic role is
invisible and in the background. Though a woman works very
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hard in harvesting, the income from harvesting is consi­
dered her husband's income, not her own, nor even as joint
income.

The wage is 1/16 of whatever is harvested. It is paid
in the form of sheaves of paddy, wheat or millet right from
the field. No food is provided for the labourers during
harvesting. However, after the crop has been harvested,
the labourers t children may collect the left-overs and
gather additional grain to keep themselves. Traditionally,
besides the proper wage for the day, the labourers are
given one antia (armful of paddy) each day. This antia is
half of a bundle of sheaves which is prepared specially
for this purpose by each labouring family. There is one
landlord family which does not pay its antia and the
labourers are very bitter about it. The traditional
informal system of letting the children go with their
parents to the fields and of additional payment in the form
of antia is breaking down and the landlords are refusing
to give these benefits to the labourers. The labourers
are helpless to do anything about this as it was an
informal arrangement, and landlords now have access to a
virtually unlimited labour supply from India. The
labourers are trying to increase the formal wage rate in
compensation for the loss of these traditional benefits.
This has created a tense situation in the village. The
labourers went on strike in an attempt to increase the
formal wage rate, and to improve the conditions of labour.
The demands of the strikers were: (a) A daily wage of 4
kilos of paddy, using standard measures*, without meals.
(b) One twelfth of the amount of harvested grain instead
of the traditional one sixteenth. (c) Payment of a full
day's wage (instead of the \ day's wage currently given)
for working from 3 a.m. to a.a.m. during the harvesting
period, since it involves night work. (d) Proper blankets
for the nights when they have to sleep in the landlord's
yard in preparation for the next day's work.

The district administration intervened to resolve the
situation. Only the first demand was conceded and the
labourers went back to work after their leader was
arrested. The undercurrent of dissatisfaction, however,

*From last year landlords were supposed to give 4
kilos, but the labourers complained that the measures
used were considerably less than 4 kilos.
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is still present in the village. As mentioned earlier,
there is not a single factory nearby and no industrial
work in the village. There is one small rice mill which
employs two people who are paid the low wage of 100
rupees per month without food which they accept because
they are from an untouchable caste, are very poor and
have no alternative channels of employment.

Income Generation and Economic Activities

Househodd income is generated with and without market
intervention. Almost 81 percent of the household income
of 8,695 rupees was generated and used within the household
sector, while only 19.3 percent passed through the market,
either in the form of product sale or wage income (Table
3.5). Of the wage or salary income 19.3 percent was
contributed by women. This kind of contribution was nil
ir the top and middle economic strata but constituted 19.7
percent for the households in the bottom economic stratum
(Table 3.6). On the other hand the contribution of women
to the income generated within the household is significant
for all economic strata.

Most household production is used to meet subsi~tenc~

needs (Table 3.5). A hundred percent of the household
income was generated in the farm and household sector in
the top economic stratum. Per household income of the top
stratum was 18,952 rupees. Of this, only 13.3 percent was
marketed. In the middle economic stratum, of the total per
household income of 7,823 rupees, more than 98 percent
was accounted for by the household sectorj and of the
household output, only 14.1 percent was marketed. The
bottom economic stratum showed the lowest dependence on
domestic production, as wage income constituted 26.2
percent of the total income, and they marketed only 5.3
percent of their household production. Thus in poor
households 31.5 percent of the income generated involved
market intermediation. In totality, of the average house­
hold income of 8,695 rupees, 91.7 percent was generated
in the household and farm sector.

Sectorwise, after agriculture, food processing
accounted for the largest share of the total household
income in the top and middle economic strata (Table 3.7).
In Sirsia, processes connected with the conversion of
paddy into rice was the single major item which accounted
for income from food processing in the sweet vendors'
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Table 3.5

DISTRIBUTION OF PER HOUSEHOLD INCOME BY ECONOMIC
STRATA

(In rupees)
.Composition

of Income

Economic
strata

1

-Top

Middle

Bottom

,All strata

'Average

Market Income
Subs is- Wage,
tence Produc- salary
produc- tion & other Total Total
tion sales income Income

2 3 I.j. 5 = 3 + 4 6 = 2 + 5

16,440 2,512 - 2,512 13,952

(86.7) (13.3) - (13.3) (100.0)

6,604 1,086 133 1,219 7,823

(84.4) (13.9) ( 1.7) (15.6) (100.0)

3,088 238 1,180 1,418 4,506

(68.5) ( 5.3) (26.2) (31.5) (100.0)

7,024 944 727 1,671 8,695

(80.8) (10.9) ( 8.4) (19.2) (l00.0)

Figures in parentheses indicate percentages to total income.
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Table 3.6

DISTRIBUTION OF PER HOUSEHOLD SALARY AND WAGE INCOME BY SEX
AND ECONOMIC STRATA

(Amount in rupees)

~
Percentage to row

Economic Amount total
strata Male IFemalelTotal Male IFemalel Total

; Top - - - - - -

Middle i33 - 133 100.0 100.0

Bottom 947 233 1180 80.3 19.7 100.0

All strata 587 140 727 80.7 19.3 100.0

,

;
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Table 3.7

COMPOSITION OF PER HOUSEHOLD INCOME BY ECONOMIC
STRATA

Income in ru ees
Production

Manu ac-
Farm Kitchen Animal Hunting turing Wage,

produc- garden- husban- and & food salary Total
tion ing dry gather- process- & other income

ing i income

13,479 62 1,294 130 3,987 18,952

(71.1) ( 0.3) (6.8) ( 0.7) (21.1) (100.0)

5,481 249 118 108 1,734 133 7,823

(70.1) ( 3.2) ( 1.4) ( 1.4) (22.2) ( 1.7) (100.0)

2,139- 13 247 2 926 1,180 4,507

(47.5) ( 0.3) ( 5.5) ( 0.0) (20.5) (26.2) (100.0)

5,532 59 498 50 1,829 727 8,695

(63.6) ( 0.7) ( 5.7) ( 0.6) (21.0) ( 8.4) (100.0)

Figures in the parentheses indicate row percentages.
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households. Another food processing operation performed
in the household was cooking and roasting food for sale.

Thus. in the village the household is a unit of
production as well as of consumption and reproduction. As
a unit of production the household performs the following
tasks:

l. Land cultivation and all the processes involved in
farming and kitchen gardening.

2. Tending'and keeping of 'lnimals.

3. Food processing and Wd.nufacturing.

4. Fuel collection and management.

5. Supply of water for the household.

Since the household functions as a unit of prod~ction

and consumption. the income generated within the household
is a joint product of the family. The production of one
single product involves different processes in which both
men and women are involved. In order to identify the
contribution of women. therefore. to the housetold income,
it is important to look at the product as a result of a
series of processes and analyze the labour contribution
of each individual in these processes.

Ttme Allocation of the Household Members

The household as a unit of production requires
certain ttme inputs from all its members. In Sirsia. the
household members together p~t in 48.32 hours of work per
day in an average family of seven--consisting of 2 males,
2 females, and one male and one female children between
10 to 14, and one female child of 6·9 age group. This is
a work burden* of 6.95 hours on each adult male member.
9.98 hours on each adult f~male m~D~T. 4.81 hours on boys
between the ages of 10 and 14. and 7.6 hours on girls of
the same age group. Male children between 5 and 9 years
of age have to spend 1.24 hours working each day while

*"Work burden" is defined as the ttme devoted to all
kinds of work: productive, domestic and chi1dcare.
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g~rls in the same age group put in 2.05 hours (Table 3.8).
Thus the total work burden is uniformally higher for
females than for males in all the age groups.

The division of work between productive and domestic,·
however, is different for males and females. Adult males
spend 92.2 percent of their daily work time in productive
work, while women spend only 38.8 percent of their daily
work time in this type of work. But given that women work
more hours than men, women put in as much as 60.4 percent
of the total male time spent on productive ~ork. On the
other hand men's contribution to domestic work and child
care activities is only marginal while women spend 6.11
hours per day on these activities. This is 61.2 percent
of their total work time. Men have about seven hours of
leisure per day while women have only four hours of free
time.

Looking at the work burden according to economic
strata, men in the middle and top economic strata work
less than men in the bottom economic stratum, but the
total work burden per woman remains almost the same for
all economic strata, about 10 hours per day. This is a
glaring fact which questions the general assl~ption that
women's lot improves with the upward mob~lity of the
household. As shown by Table 3.9 only the nature of work
changes for women when the poor are compared with the
middle and top income strata.

Children of 10 to 14 years, both male and female,
hCive to work hard. While boys put in about 5 hours of
work per day, girls of the same age group have almosL a
full work day, that is, they work ~or an average of 7.6
hours per day. Boys spend 77.3 percent of their work time
on productive work, while similar work takes only 64.5
percent of a girl's work time. It is interesting to note,
however, that girls in this age group spend 31.7 percent
more time on produc~ive work than boys in the same age
groups. Girls have to spend another 2.70 hours on domestic
and child care activities, while boys spend only 1.09 hours
per day on domestic and child care activities. Neverthe­
less, this is more time than the adult males spend on these
activities. It is also noteworthy that girls in this age
group put in more productive work that adult females;
their total work burden is more than that of adult men
but less than that of adult women (Table 3.8).
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Table 3.8

DAILY TIME ALLOCATION AS PER GROUP OF ACTIVITIES BY AGE GROUP AND SEX

10 - 14 15 +
Activities l1ale Female Male Female

1. Work Burden 1.24 2.05 4.81 7.60 6.95 9.98
(a + b + c)

a. Produ.ctive ( 1.10) ( 1.15) ( 3.72) ( 4.90) ( 6.41) ( 3.87)

b. Domestic ( 0.10) ( 0.42) ( 0.47) ( 2.31) ( 0.46) ( 4.86)

c. Childcare ( 0.04) ( 0.48) ( 0.(2) ( 0.39) ( 0.08) ( 1.25)

2. Edu.catiou 1.38 0.35 2.08 0.66 0.04

3. Personal 1.54 2.02 1. 75 2.15 1. 89 1.76
maintenance

4. Social 0.03 0.17 0.06 0.22 0.11 0.10

5. Leisu.re 11.81 11.41 7.30 5.37 7.01 4.16

Total working 16.00 16.00 16.00 1<;.00 16.00 16.00
hoars
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Among children of the 5 to 9 age group, girls work 66
percent more than boys of the same age group. Their work
input. both in production and in domestic spheres, is
greater than that of boys of the same age group. Boys of
5 to 9 years of age spend on the average 1.38 hours on
education. whereas girls spend only 0.35 hours. Similarly,
in the 10 to 14 years age group, the time given to
education by boys is far greater than that given by girls.
At present adult females spend no time on educational
activities--not only because of their heavy work burden,
but because at present there are no opportunities for
adult education in the village.

Contrary to the usual assumption, adult women spend
less time on personal care than adult men (Table 3.8). On
the other hand, girls in both the 10 to 14 and 5 to 9 age
groups spend more time on personal care than boys of the
same age groups.

Both men and women appear to have very little time for
social activities and they devote only about six minutes
per day to these activities. Girls in the 10-14 age group
spend more time on social activities than adults. In the
case of boys this time is almost 52 minutes per day. A
girl's average time for social activities is 13 minutes
(0.22 hours) per day. Even girls of the 5-9 age group
spend more time on social activities, such as ritual,
inter-village visiting, voluntary labour. than do adult
men and women.

It is clear that women have to work longer than men
for the overall welfare of the family. They contribute
less time to 'productive' work and more to domestic work.
But a household's welfare depends on the total work
performed by all members of the household, and welfare
maximisation involves proper allocation of total
available time to the various necessary tasks. In
principle we agree with the proponents of the new household
economics that time is and should be treated as a scarce
resource for peasant households, and that any welfare
maximisation function developed for the household should
treat time as a scarce input (Becker 1965, Evenson 1976
Quizon and Evenson 1978). It follows that all work
performed for the maximisation of total household welfare
is therefore 'productive' work and the conventional
classification of women's domestic work as unproductive
should be completely abandoned. How to value the time and
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work done at home is a different question.

It is therefore important to look at all productive
and domestic activities in order to assess the actual
contribution of wom~u to household welfare.

It is interesting to note that time devoted to
productive work by women in both the bottom and top
economic strata is higher than that of women in the
middle econo~ic stratum (Table 3.9). This is a result of
heavy food-processing activities in the top economic
stratum. In these household, there is much more food
processing than in the households of the middle or bottom
economic strata. Women in the bottom economic stratum,
however, go out to work while women in the middle economic
stratum are unlikely to do so. In view of the relative
land poverty of the middle stratum households, as comparpd
to the top stratum households, women in these households
have less productive work (i.e., food processing) which
can be performed at home. On the other hand, women in
the middle economic stratum spent much more time (7.31
hours) on domestic and childcare activities than did
women of the top (6.49 hours) or bottom economic strata
(5.57 hours).

Economic stratum made no difference to the time
spent on education by women since no women are involved
in education. Women of the top and middle economic strata
spent more time on social activities than did womer. of
the bottom economic stratum. In contrast, women in the
top economic stratum spent much more time on personal care
than did women of both the middle and bottom economic
strata. Consequently they had the least leisure time.
Women in the bottom economic stratum had the highest
leisure time, with a minimum time spent on personal care
and social activities.

It is difficult to draw conclusions about children's
work burden in different economic strata because of the
small size of the s~ple. On the whole, it appears that
children from the poor households, both boys and girls,
have to work harder than their counterparts in the middle
or top economic strata (Table 3.10). Female children of
10 to 14 years of age from the bottom economic stratum
had to work as long as 8.56 hours a day, whereas in the
top economic stratum they worked only 1.44 hours per day.
However, male children of the same age group in the



131

Table 3.9

DAILY Tnm ALLOCATION AS PER GROUP OF ACTIVITIES BY ECONOMIC STRATA AND SEX

(For population of 15 years and above)

Top Middle Bottom

Male Female Male Female Male Female

1. Work Burden (a+b+c) 6.64 9.86 5.77 10.25 7.46 9.97

a. Productive (5.86) (3.36) (5.20) (2.94) (7.04) (4.39)

b. Domestic (0.66) (4.99) (0.45) (5.84) (0.37) (4.53)

c. Childcare (0.12) (1. 51) (0.12) (1.47) (0.05) (1.05)

2. Education 0.02 0.16 0.01

3. Personal mainte- 1.98 2.09 1.92 1.63 1.84 1.61
nance

4. Social 0.14 0.19 0.16 0.10 0.08 0.05

5. Leisure 7.22 3.86 7.99 4.02 6.61 4.37

Total waking hours 16.00 16.00 16.00 16.00 16.00 16.00
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Table 3.10

DAILY TIME ALLOCATION AS PER GROUP OF ACTIVITIES BY ECONOMIC STRATA AND SEX

(For age group 10-14)

Activities

1. 'Work Burden (A + b)

a. Productive

b. Domestic and
childcare

2. Educat ion

Middle Bottom
Male Fema1e* Male Female

1.44 6.97 4.45 8.56

(0.21) (6.35) (3.28) (5.63)

(1. 23) (0.62) (1.17) (2.93)

4.93 2.42

3. Personal mainte­
nance, social
and 1e;.sure

Total waking hours

9.63

16.00

9.03

16.00

9.13

16.00

7.44

16.00

*No people in this category in the sample.
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WORK/LEISURE OtSTR1BunON BETWEEN MALES &- FEMALES 10-14YRS.
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WORK/LEISURE DISTRIBUTION BETWEEN MALES &- FEMALES 5-9 YRS.
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WORK/LEISURE DISTRIBUTION BY ECONOMIC STRATA MALES >i5
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middle economic stratum worked for longer periods than
their counterparts in the bottom economic stratum. The
work burden for girls of 5 to 9 years of age was highest
for the bottom economic stratum, considerably less for
girls of the middle economic stratum and even less for
those of the top economic stratum (Table 3.11). But
irrespective of the wealth of the households, girls had
to work for more time than boys in comparable age groups.

Caste does not seem to have much influence on women's
wory . urdens either. Women of both high and low castes
hav~ to work similar hours. The distribution of the work
burden between different kinds of work, however, does
differ by caste. Women of high caste devote more of their
time to domestic and childcare activities than do women
in the low castes. About 58 percent of the waking time
of the high caste women, 37 percent of the time of the
women from the middle castes and 33 percent of that of
the low caste women was spent on these activities. The
time spent on productive work is proportionately higher
for low caste women. Low caste women spend less tDne on
personal care and so have more leisure time (Table 3.12).

Family structure, however, does make a difference to
the total work burden of women. Both men and women have
to work more hours in nuclear families than in extended
ones. Women do less productive work in extended house­
holds, but they devote a~ much time to domestic work as
do women in nuclear families. Women in nuclear families
have less leisure than women in extended families (Table
3.13).

This study also confirms the conclusions of many
other authors on the economic cost and benefit of
children to the peasant households. Children start
contributing towards the maintenance and reproduction of
the household from an early age and are therefore a high­
return investment for the households (Nag, White and
Peet 1977, Cain 1979).

I. Productive Work

Going into the details of work allocation in Sirsia
households, we find that women are involved in all
production, but women and men participate in different
stages of the production process.
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Table 3.11

DAII.Y TIME ALLOCATION AS PER GROUP OF ACTIVITIES BY ECONOMIC STRATA AND SEX

For age group (5-9)

Middle Bottom

Activities

l. Work Burden (a + b) 0.37 1.41 1.67 1.48 2.56

a. Productive work (0.22) (0.26) (0.37) (1.35) (1. 94)

b. Domestic and
childcare (0.15) (1.15) (1.30) (0.13) (0.62)

2. Education 5.33 0.94 0.33 0.16

3. Personal mainte-
nance,and social
and leisure 10.30 13.65 14.33 14.19 13.28

T",.,ta1 waking hours 16.00 16.00 16.00 16.00 16.00

*No people in this category in the sample.
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Table 3.12

DAILY TIME ALLOCATION AS PER GROUP OF ACTIVITIES BY CASTE AND SEX

(For poP'llation of 15 years and above)

Hi h Middle Low
Activities Male Female Male Female Male Female

l. Work Burden (a+b+c) 4.5 10.8 7.0 9.9 7.9 10.2

a. Productive (3.5) (1. 5) (6.5) (3.9) (7.9) (4.8)

b. Domestic (0.6) (7.9) (0.4) (4.8) (4.6)

c. Childcare (0.4) (1.4) (0.1) (1. 2) (0.8)

2. Education

3. Personal maintenance 3.3 1.5 1.9 1.8 1.5 0.9

4. Social 0.6 0.1 0.1 0.2 0.3

5. Leisure 7.6 3.7 7.0 4.2 6.4 4.6

Total waking hours 16.00 16.00 16.00 16.00 16.00 16.00
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Table 3.13

DAILY TIME ALLOCATION BY FAMILY STRUCTURE AND SEX

(For population of 15 years and above)

Activities

1. Work burden 7.29 10.73 6.78 9.73

a. Productive work (6.81) ( 4.63) (6.22) (3.61)

b. Domestic work* (0.48) ( 6.10) (0.56) (6.12)

2. Education 0.06

3. Personal maintenance 1.71 1.27 1.98 1.92

4. Social activity 0.16 0.06 0.08 0.11

5. Leisure 6.84 3.94 7.10 4.24

"'ot: 1. waking hours 16.00 16.00 16.00 16.00

*Includes chi1dcare.
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Animal Husbandry

In Maithili society, ideally women are not supposed
to work outside the four walls of the house. Hence to
have to work in the fields or participate in herding
lowers their prestige and the prestige of their household.
In reality, however, in the majority of the households
women, especially girls in the 10 to 14 age group, devote
the largest part of their work day to animal husbandry.
They spend almost 3 hours daily on this activity, which is
more time than adult males or females spend on it. Boys
in this age group also put in more than 2 hours of work
on it each day. Animal husbandry is the major productive
work for both boys and girls in this age group (Table 3.14).

In almost all households, women usually supply fodder
and clean the sheds of the larger animals, while smaller
animals, such as goats and sheep, are entirely the
responsibility of women and children.

Analyzing the work pattern by economic strata, one
finds that the large animals, such as oxen and buffaloes,
are generally tended by permanently hired labourers. In
their absence it is done by other men of the household.
But small animals, such as she-goats and he-goats, are
tended and kept by women. On the other hand, fodder is
collected by the women of the household irrespective of
economic strata. This work is usually assigned to the old
women in the household (Table 3.15).

Agriculture

Agriculture is here defined as work in the fields,
such as ploughing and levelling, planting, weeding and
irrigating. Harvesting and post harvest transportation
of crops, threshing and the first storing also come
under agriculture. Since all these operations involve
moving out of the courtyard, the female time input to a
household's own farm is uniformly lower than that of
males, except in the case of female children in the 5 to
9 age group. Women in the bottom economic stratum, how­
ever, spend 1.23 hOl..rs daily on agri cuI tural work compared
to only about 0.88 ~our spent by women of the middle
economic stratum and about 0.58 hour spent by women in the
top economic stratum. Women in Maithili society do not
plough, but they participate fully in the planting,
harvestipg and weeding of all crops. Local fertilize~
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Table 3.14

DAILY TIME ALLOCATIONS AS PER DIFFERENT PRODUCTIVE ACTIVITIES BY
AGE GROUP AND SEX

(In hours
Sex

- 9 10-14 15 +
Activities Female Male Female Male Female

1. Animal husbandry 0.57 0.79 2.08 2.97 1.11 0.68

2. Agriculture 0.12 0.16 1.05 0.83 3.20 0.98

3. Hunting and 0.08 0.04 0.06 '0.30 0.19 0.28
gathering

4. Manufacturing 0.22 0.18

5. Food processing 0.01 0.09 0.41 0.13 1.13

6. Outside income
earning activities
(In village) 0.30 0.15 0.35 0.33 1.39 0.52

7. Construction 0.03 0.09 0.06 0.17 0.10

Total time on
productive activities 1.10 1.15 3.72 4.90 6.41 3,87
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Table 3.15

J

f

I
F DAILY TIME ALLOCATION AS PER D~FFERENT PRODUCTIVE ACTIVITIES BY

ECONOMIC STRATA AND SEX

(For population of 15 years and above)

Top Middle Bottom
Activities Male Female Male Female Male Female

1. Animal husbandry 1.36 0.54 0.30 0.49 1. 28 0.82

2. Agriculture 3.29 0.58 3.47 0.88 3.06 1.23
,.

Hunting andoJ •

~ gathering 0.15 0.29 0.13 0.16 0.23 0.30

f 4. Manufacturing 0.04 0.19 0.11 0.10 0.33 0.20,
t 5. Food processing 0.19 1.00 0.09 0.91 0.12 1. 26
!

r 6. Outside income,
M earning activitiesf
! (In village) 0.76 0.71 1.05 0.20 1. 77 0.08

7. Cons truc tion 0.07 0.05 0.'.)5 0.20 0.25 0.50

Total time on
productive activities 5.86 3.36 5.20 2.94 7.04 4.39
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application and seed selection, constitute other major
female activities in agriculture.

Responses to questions asked about seed selection
and fertilizer application indicated that in 70 percent
of cases women did seed selection, while in 6.1 percent
of the cases both sexes performed the task~ Female
participation in this activity was highest in the bottom
economic stratum (Table 3.16). When the data is consi­
dered by crop it is evident a larger percentage of women
were involved in the seed selection for foodgrains than
in seed selection for kitchen gardening (Table 3.17).

In about 36 percent of the cases, fertilizer appli­
cation was reported as women's work and in 6.4 percent of
the cases both males and females were equally involved.
A larger proportion of females in the bottom economic
stratum were involved in fertilizer applic~tion (Table
3.18), and women in the middle income group again showed
the lowest participation. When the type of fertilizer is
considered, however, females were less involved in the
application of chemical fertilizer as compared to tradi­
tional organic fertilizer. Ninety percent of the
application of traditional fertilizer was done by women,
while they applied only 16 percent of the chemical
fertilizer. When households used both traditional and
chemical fertilizer women did 50 percent of the work
(Table 3.19).

Hunting and Gathering

Females spend a lot more time on hunting and
gathering than males in all but 5 and 9 age groups and in
all economic strata. This is basically because they do
the fuel collection which comes under the category of
"hunting and gathering". Only rarely is firewood
available for fuel, so all women have to work on shaping
cowdung to make dung paddies suitable for burning. Poor
women, with no animals in the house, have to collect dung
from village paths and pasture land. They also collect
small sticks. The usual practice in the village is to
put straw or whatever small pieces of wood are available,
for example, pulse bushes, jute sticks, straw, into the
cowdung. This is then made into a 2-3 foot long bundle
about 12 inches in diameter and dried in the sun. These
bundles are called ~oraha. Another similar product of
smaller size is cal ed gorahanni, and the cowdung straw
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Table 3.16

SEED SELECTION

Both
Male Female (50/50) Total

Top 16 21 10 47

(34.0) (44.7) (21. 3) (100.0)

Middle 8 23 31

(25.8) (74.2) (100.0)

Bottom 15 71 86

(17 .4) (82.6) (l00.0)

( 6.1) (100. 0)

All strata 39

(23.8)

115

(70 .1)

10 164

t
~,
r

Figures in parentheses indicate row percentages.
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Table 3.17

SEED SELECTION

~I Both
!-1a1e Female (SO/50) Total

Food grains 33 104 10 147

(22.5) (70.7) ( 6.8) (100.0)

Kitchen garden 6 11 17

(35.3) (64.7) (100.0)

All creps 39 115 10 164

(23.8) (70.1) ( 6.1) (100.0)

Figures in parentheses indicate row percentages.
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Table 3.18

FERTILIZER APPLICATION

In number

Economic
strata Male Female Both Total

Top 15 10 2 27

(55.6) (37.0) ( 7.4) (100.0)

Middle 13 2 15

(86.7) (13.3) (100.0)

Bottom 26 22 4 52

(50.0) (42.3) ( 7.7) (100.0)

All strata 54 34 6 94

(57.4) (36.2) ( 6.4) (100.0)

Figures in parentheses indicate row percentages,
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Table 3.19

FERTILIZER APPLICATION

In number

Both
lia.1e Female (50/50) Total

Organic 1 9 10

(Traditional) (10.0) (90.0) (100.0)

Chemical 42 8 50

(84.0) (16.0) (lOO .0)

Organic- 11 17 6 34
chemical
(lUxture) (32.4) (50.0) (17.6) (lOO .0)

Total 54 34 6 94

(57.4) (36.2) ( 6.4) (100.0)

Figures in parentheses indicate row percentages.
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chips are called chipri. These are the main kinds of fuel
used in the village. The preparation of fuel for a wealthy
household containing about 18 family members and ten
animals takes a woman about two hours a day.

Manufacturing and Food Processing

Manufacturing occupies very little of the villagers'
time in Sirsia. Only goods of little value, such as rope,
baskets, mats, are manufactured at home and all of these
are~ in the household. These activities are performed
mainly by men.

Food processing is another area in which women make
a large contribution. Almost all food processing is done
by women. This part of the production process can hardly
be ignored in a largely self-sufficient agricultural
household. Women spend 1.13 hours daily on this work
while men spend only about 0.13 hour.

Women in all economic strata are heavily involved in
food processing. Some processed food is used for payment
of labourers. In big farm households a considerable
number of labourers are hired and paid in kind and they
have to be given three meals a day. Another portion of
the processed food is sold in the market, and another is
consumed within the household and used for production in
the form of seeds. Women do not participate directly in
the cultivation process in wealthier households, but once
the harvest is in, the women of the household form the
core of the labour force for further processing of the
crop. Paddy for household consumption and for feeding
the labour ferce is husked, cleaned and parboiled at home
by women. Similarly, all the pulses and beans are
threshed, cleaned and ground by women. Food processing
for the household cannot be separated from food processing
for the payment of wages and for feeding the farm labourers.

After harvesting, huge amounts of paddy are
parboiled in huge cauldrons on large mud stoves. This
paddy is then dried in the sun for a day before it is sent
for milling. After milling it is husked and cleaned and
stored in small stores (kothi) made of bamboo chips
plastered with a mixture of mud and cowdung. These kothis.
have an opening near the bottom and at the top. The
bottom opening is closed with straw and plastered with the
mud-cowdung mixture. The grain is poured into the kothi
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through the top opening. After the kothi is filled the
top is closed and plastered over with the same mixture.
When grain has to be taken out. the bottom opening is
opened and the grain. or whatever is stored inside. flows
out. The kothi is a small version of the larger grain
stores outside the house in the courtyard. These grain
stores are constructed on wooden platform to raise them
from the ground. which protects them from rats. The mats
for the grain stores are woven by men while the mud-cowdung
plastering is done by women.

Flour is usually ground in the mill but pulses and
beans have to be ground at home to make them fit for
cooking. The dal (lentils) given to the wage labourers
(mostly khesarry-are cooked whole.

Apart from this regular work women also perform some
occasional and seasonal food processing. for example pre­
paring beaten rice. making pickles and drying vegetables.
Rice is beaten in a dhikki (fcotmill). which in earlier
days used to be the main implement for rice pounding as
well. This implement is now going out of use for rice
pounding in the Terai, but beaten rice is still prepared
by women in a dhikki.

Construction

The involvement of both men and women in construction*
work around the house in low. In the top tconomic stratum
the time spent by women on construction was about 71 percent
of that of men. In the middle economic stratum the time
spent by women was four times that of men. In the
bottom economic stratum women again spent more time than
men. It would seem therefore that there is no correlation
between the wealth of the family and women's relative
participation in construction.

Outside Income Earning Activities

In this Village outside income-earning activities for
women meant mainly working as farm labourers--which is
seasonal--while for men it also included work in the local

*Construction work for wages is put under Outside
Income Earning Activities.
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cooperative and teaching--which are year round full time
jobs. For reasons of prestige women in the higher socio­
economic strata do not work outside the household, yet
the time allocation statistics show that women in the
bottom economic stratum spend less time on outside income
earning activities than women in the higher income strata.
Outside income earning activity in our definition, besides
other activities such as working for wages and salary, also
includes trading and keeping tea and other food stalls.
In the sample there are two sweet-vender households, one
each in the top and middle economic strata. These families
cook and roast different kinds of food and sell them in
the nearby weekly hat markets. While cooking and roasting
of this food is a female job both men and women participate
in the actual marketing and hence the higher participation
of women fram weal their households in outside income
earning activities.

II. Domestic .:..nd Child care Activities

In both rich and poor households domestic activities
fall within the w~men's domai~. These include the main­
tenance of the household, processing and preservation of
grains fer household use, cooking, cleaning, and the care
of the children and the old. While men spend very little
time 0n domestic activities (2.9 percent of their total
time, or 0.46 hours per day) women spend as much as 30.4
percent of their time doing domestic chores. They spend
4.86 hours daily dooking, cleaning and performing other
household tasks.

Cooki~~ is the major domestic activity for all women
in Sirsia. Adult women spend almost 55 percent of their
total domestic work time cooking (Table 3.20). At planting
and harvest times women from wealthy households cook
throughout the day sitting in front of a huge hot earthern
oven. At these times they must prepare food not only for
the family members but for all the labourers working on the
family land. The morning meal consists of thick flat rice
flour breads (roti), the mid-day meal consists of cooked
rice, pulses and vegetables. and the afternoon meal is the
same as the morning meal. The flat breads,which weigh
about 500 grams each, are cooked on hugh pans on cowdung
and wood fires. In larger households, one or two women
are constantly cooking in the busy agricultural seasons.
Girls of the 10-14 age group spend about 0.88 hours per
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Table 3.20

DAILY TIME ALLOCATION AS PER DIFFERENT OOMESl'IC ACTIVITIES BY AGE
GROUP AND SEX

In hours

10 - 14 ~5 +
Activities Female Male Female Me-Ie Female

A. Domestic 0.10 0.42 0.47 2.31 0.46 4.86

l. Cooking 0.06 0.12 0.88 0.09 2.67

2. Cleaning pot
and pans 0.14 0.52 0.01 0.37

3. Cleaning
house 0.02 0.06 0.14 0.44 0.02 0.82

4. Laundry 0.02 0.03 0.06 0.01 0.04

5. Fetching
water 0.06 0.09 0.30 0.01 0.51

6. Shopping 0.02 0.01 0.12 0.27 0.14

7. Other 0.04 0.06 0.11 0.05 0.31

B. Chi1dcare 0.04 0.48 0.62 0.39 0.08 1. 25

Total d0mestic
an.d chi1dcare 0.14 0.90 1.09 2.70 0.54 6.11
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day cooking while adult women spend 2.67 hours cooking.

Second place in the ~ily domestic work of women of
all economic strata is taken by house cleaning (Table
3.21) . This involves sweeping and then plastering th.e
flQQr with a mud-cowdung mixtare. Girls of the 10-14 age
group spend more time cleaning pots and pans than cleaning
the house. Laundry takes very little time for anyone as
most people wash their own. clothes themselves while
bathing.

water collection is another maj~L task of women.
They spend half-an-hovr each day collecting and fetching
water.

In Dhanukha district, where the study area is located,
there are pGnds every half mile or SG. PGnds abound in
villages. It is the custom to make a pGnd if a family
bec0mes rich or the family has any kiRd of success, and
religious people in particular make ponds if they can
afford to do SG. 50 a rich household has tG make a pond
because this is a nstatus symboln

• PGnds are useful as a
SGurce of irrigati0n in the dry seasons; people bathe in
these ponds, d0 their laundry and wash pots and pans in
them. They are used for everything except as a S0urce Gf
drinking water. Apart from status, fGr a rich h0usehold
it is imperative to have a pond in front of the h0use
because its women cannot go far away to bathe or clean
pG ts and pans. The ponds are very dirty an.d a source of
illness and epidemics because only in the annual flooding
during the rainly season dGes the filth on top of the
water get washed away.

For arinking water, there is a well in each locality
usually previded by the ri.;h households, er sometimes by
the community cellectively. People use the well water
Gnly fer drinking, so therE is no pet-washing er bathing
areund the well. Nowadays, most wells have 2-3 fOGt
ceroented walls surreunding them with a wide cement platferm
arGued the base. The old wells which had brick walls
&bGve the ground and brick platforms, are collapsing and
there is perpetual mud areund them. These wells are never
cleaned and no chemicals are added to the drinking water.
In the dry seasons the well water is relatively clean
but in the rainy season the water is thick with ~~d as
the brick interior ef the well is penetrated by the raia
water fr0Dl are\ind the well.
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Tabl'!:: 3.21

DAILY TIME ALLOCATION AS PER DIFFERENT DOMESTIC ACTIVITIES :BY
ECONOMIC STRATA AND SEX

(For pepu1Q ':ion of 15 years and above)

A.ctivities

A. J)@mestic

l. Cooking

2. Cleanin.g pGts
and pans

3. Cleaning house

4. Laundry

5. FetchiRg water

6. ShoppiRg

7. Gther

B. Childcare

TGtal demestie and
ehildeare

In bours

Top Middle iGttom
Male Female Male Female Male Female

G.66 4.99 0.45 5.84 G.37 4.53

G.17 2.58 G.14 3.20 0.04 2.56

0.04 (). 48 0.43 0.30

19.04 (L92 0.02 1.(n 0.G1 0.72

0.G7 0.02 0.G3 O.CH 0.04

0.02 0.53 a.1l2 0.62 0.47

0.33 0.14 0.16 0.13 0.28 0.14

0.06 0.27 Q.Oq 0.42 0.03 0.30

0.12 1. 51 0.12 1.47 0.05 1.05

0.78 6.50 0.57 7.31 0.42 ~.58
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Drawing drinking water and carrying it home is women's
WG'lrk except in households where there are servants. Even
male servants despise this task. The water is drawn in
small five-to-seven litre ~ckets, and then ~oured in big
earthern water jars, wh.ich the WGl1llen carry Gm their heads.
This they have beeD doing from their childhood and they
do it qiite easily. The wells are raot very f~ from the
house and fetching water is not a problem in this village.

Men and WGUlEn in all economic strata d0 the sh0pping;
the men spending relatively m0re t:Lme OD it than the
WGmen in all economic strata. The t~e spent: by WQmen on
shopping is almost equal for all the ecoDGtna.c strata.

Childcare takes 1.25 hours of women's time per day.
Girls of 5-~ years spend half-an-hour per day caring for
their younger siblings while girls in thelO-14 age group
spend less t~e on this activity. 0n the 0ther haRd males
cf the 10-14 age group spend mere time on childcare than
males in other age groups. Boys aged 1Q to 14 in the
bottom economic strat~ spend more da.i1y time on childcare
and domestic activities than boys of the same age in the
middle economic strata (Table 3.1Q). This might be the
result of the fact that the women in the bottom economic
stratum have to go out to work and children of both sexes
h~ve to do domestic chores and f00G processing in. the
hoaseh01d.

H3useh01d Pr0ducti0n and Family Welfare

Although men pat in more prodactive work in the
c<mventi0nal seRse 0f th.e term, w0me.l' s c0Rtributi0ns to
the eC0n0mic well-being of the family are in no ways less
than those of the men. W0men c0ntribute ~oth directly and
indirectly t0wards increasin.g family iacome and pr0m0tiag
family welfare. Fer analytical purposes it is reasoaab1e
to a1l0cate the household incGme to the different sexes
and children in the famL1y in pro~0rti0n to the time
spent by them on pr0Guctive activities. As reported by
C10ad (1~77) a similar methodo10gy was adopted f0r
cal€ulatl-Rg womett's contribution ia pr@Gaetion in
differeRt sect@rs of the ecoR@my in a UN EC0Romic
CommissioR R~port en Africa.

The 24 sample hOltseholds pr0daeed goods worth 1~6, 801
r'llpees and per A.oaseh.o1d prodactio1\ was 8,200 rapees
(Table 3.22). I1\ agric\i1t\il'e, aRimal husBatlldry atlld ether
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Table 3.22

MALE)F'EMALE OONTRIBUTIGN TmWmS HOOSEHGLD INCGlME*

T~tal

(111 cen~)

Male Female
Male Female Child Child

Activity:-- -=III..-_l_S+__i--_l_S+_-..&._1_G_-_l_4_L.-1_G_-_14_...t... _

2.1 Agriculture, exclusive 77.15
of kitchen. gardening (107850)

59.G~ 4<3.91
--r-3J) (4!)

57.83 42.17
( 52) ( 38)

44.9/ 52.50 Q.51
(!!1!I) (24800) (~)

11.73 84.92 Q.28
(4656) (33711) (111)

2.33 90.70 2.32
( 6) (221) (6)

66.76 31.7( Q.41
(4317) (20S2) (27)

53.84 27.84
(J68G~ (1903)

7fi.7Q 19.94
(1~) (28172)

11.G5
(1m"

1.53
(2Im

1. 51
(2111)

2.50
( 37)

5.16
(IJ)

100.00
( 6835)

100.00
(141282)

IGO.GO
(13'793)

100.90
(1489)

100 .GO
(1411)

100.00
( 13tH

1GO.90
( 90~

1.94 UG.OO
(-nJ)~7Da')
3.07 100.00

(1219) (3'697)

4.65 leO.GO
(11) ( 244)

1.09 leo .00
(70) (6466)

7.27
(~)

1.83
(~5)

1.82
( 2544)

2.5Q
( 37)

G.94
TT3)

19.52
(27288)

40.00
( 596)

51.64
rtn')

55.00
( 819)

42.25
( 599)

2.2 Kitchen gardening

4.1 Rope/Basketry

5.1 Husking/Drying

5.3 Cooked food & others

5.2 Roasting/Grinding

2. yricul ture

1. Animal husbandry

5. Food processing

3. Hunti~ and gathering
(excla:es fuel collection)

4. Kana!ac turing

1. SaD-total for Household
production (1+2+3+4+5)

68.<34 28.28 1.70
(133912) (5~648) (3336'

1. 98 laO .00
(3'O~) (196801)

II. Wage &Ad Salary 74.64
(l1S91)

a.36
(4040)

100.GO
(13931)

Ill. Tetal Aouseheld income
(1 + 11)

68.54
(l~S803)

28.a6
U'~8a)

1. 57
(3336)

*Based en the 24 sample R()1asehol<ls :i:l\cludeci i1\ the T:Lme Allecati.n
St:lldy.

r
I
(

Figures i1!l parentheses indlcate contribution 1.a v.al¥e tH!1ll8 (..... ).
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productive fields in which the product cannot be ascribed
directly to any particular member of ~e hGusehold,
household production may be divided according to the
prGportion of time spent by each sex and age group on that
particular proou.ct. On this basis it may be tentatively
conclud.ed that women contributed 28.3 percent to the total
joint gross production of the househGld. Together with
wage income they cGntributed 28.Q6 percent: to the total
household inc&1Ile. Male children cGntributed 1. 7 percent
of this output while female children contributed 2 percent.

Sectorwise women ' s work input in food prGcessing is
highest at 52.5 percent of the total food processing
activities. The second sphere where they contributed the
most is in hunting and gathering. Their relative contri­
bution in camparison to men is lowest in agricultare, but
even in this sphere they contribute about 20 percent to
the total agricul tural work.

Both male and female children's contribution is
highest in animal husbandry. Thus all members of the
household contribute to the household income Gut their
relative contribution varies between the different sectors.

The results of this study are in line with other time
allocation studies done for similar peasant hGusehGlds in
different parts of the world. Studies OR wemen's time
allocation (Kalim and Husain 1~79. Cain 1~77, ~uizon and
Evenson 1~78. McSweeney 1979) have shown that women in most
parts of Asia and Africa are involved heavily in the
agricultw:al work and are the main f00d processors in
peasant hOliseholds. The Bangladesh study by Halim and
Hussain cOR<::lades that: nIt is interesting to note that
hGth hou~ewife and other female members of the family spend
more time in pr0ductive works than the farm operat0r and
other males".

Acc0rding to the studies quoted by ~uizon and Evens0R
WGmen in b0th Java &nd the Philippines worked l0nger hours
than men. Philippino women w0rked about l@ hoars a day
while Japanese and Bangladesh women work even longer. The
carrent case study shows that Maithili W0men also work
aD@ut 10 Aoars a day (Table 3.23).
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Table 3.23

CROSS COONTRY COMPARISONS OF liQUR.S WORKE.D

(PrGductive + ~mestic '~rk)

(Ill hours per d.a.y per persen)

~ Men I W0men
CGuntry

Sirsia/Nepa.l 6.95 9.98
(1976/77)

Laguna/Philippines 8.15 9.99
(1975)

USA na. 6.G7
(1975)

Israel na 7.79
(1975)

Bal\gla4esh. 1G.16 lG.90
(1974)

Java/Indon.esia* 8.84 11.25
(1972/73)

S@uree: Fer Nepal - Present Field Survey.
Fer other e@u~tries - QuizeR and Evensen,
1978, Tasle IG.

*On1y fer emplayed papulatioft.

1\a == Rot availahle.
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CHAPTER IV

LEGAL FRAMEWORK, AUTHORITY AND 'POWER srRUCTURE

The preceding two chapters have shown the different
stages of life of Haithili women and the contexts of the
various kinship and socio-economic relations. This chapter
relates women's role in different spheres of social life
to the power and authority structure of the society.

It would be pertinent to repeat once again that
authority is derived externally on the basis of a societyt s
legal and political framework while individual power may be
gained on the strength of individual character and
circumstances. Nepal's legal code is contradictory
regarding the position of women. While women are granted
equal rights in matters of voting and getting elected to
positions of power in the public domain, in matters of
basic rights of citizenship they are grossly discriminated
against. For example, whil~ a child of paternal Nepalese
descent is confered automatic Nepalese citizenship, a child
of a Nepalese mother and an alien father will have great
difficulty in getting this citizenship. Women have only
limited rights of inheritance and ownership of property
(Be~nett 1~7~), and ~hey are still included in the category
of minor in many matters Their rights in f~ily affairs
are extremely limited and fathers and paternal blood
relatives have ultimate rights of custody over children
of the lineage concerned.

This tendency to patrilineal dominance, though general
throughout Nepal, is particularly strong in Maithili
society. Legally, Maithili women have political rights
equal to those of men in cer~ain matters, but in practice,
they can make very little use of these rights, since
political rightR, if not backed by an economic base and
recognized within the social framework, are rarely
meaningful. The actual exercise of political and legal
rights is limited because of the lack of a firm economic
base, the lack of education, and because of differences
between local social custom (customary law) and national
law.
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I. Economic Relations within the Family and Access to
Resources

a) Land Inheritance

Land is the basic asset for production and the
economic basis of th~ overall power structure. Maintaining
a level of subsistence and meeting requirements of
agricultural production on that land req".lires a heavy
labour input. It is usually believed locally that women
are not land owners because cultiv~~ion of land requires
male labour, and they are considered helpless without men.

In this Maithili village, a~ elsewhere in Hindu Nepal,
the inheritance system is patrilineal and the males of a
patriline inherit all property, both landed and moveable.
Though in theory Nepal's legal system is operative through­
out the country, in practice the traditional inheritance
rights of the women in this village are far more limited
than the legal code would have them. On tI-.e break up of a
joint household, all of the ancestral property passes
over to the direct descendents in the patriline. The
parents, if living, keep only a small piece of land as
Jibika - kind of maintenance allowance equivalent to the
Jlune bhag described by Bennett (1979). If the parents
cannot work the land themselves, the sons, grandsons or
the brother's sons work the land for the older people and
give them paddy and other products after the harvest. At
the time of partition it is usually decided how much each
inheriting member of the patriline should contribute
towards the maintenance of the older dependent people. The
older dependents could include the parents, grand-parents,
uncles and aunts and step-mothers, if the step-mothers
have no direct male descendants.

Despite the official Nepalese law, in Sirsia a woman
is not entitled to any share in the property; widows and
unmarried daughters can claim only maintenance. Even
when there are no direct male descendants the property
goes automatically to the nearest male descendant rather
than to a daughter (married or unmarried) unless a will
is specifically made in her favour or the property is
transferred to her during the father's life time.
Generally a couple without sons will take the latter
course and distribute some of their property among their
daughters, giving the rest to the male patrilineal
relative who also inherits the duty to perform the death
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ceremonies and ;nemorial services after the death.. Even
when the property goes to the daughter's side it is
usually the daughter's son who is given legal rights over
the property. It is not, on the other hand, unusual for
a man to inherit some property from his maternal grand­
parents. When there are no sons, the couple expect the
son-in-law or the daughter's son to help with the farming,
and upon the death of the sonless couple, these males,
not the daughters, will inherit the land.

Women's power over the distribution of property is
limited and can be exercised only through the husband. A

~ woman who has inherited paternal property has to face many
encroachments and difficulties from other members of her.
paternal lineage. For example, t-Lis is t~":.e case with
Tetri, a Sirsia woman of about thirty-five years of age.
Tetri had no brothers, and, after the dea~h of her
parents, she inherited the house of her f'ither and the
compound attached to it. Tetri is married and lives in
her husband's house and wants, therefore, to sell this
property inherited from her father. She is thwarted in
this by her father's brother who says that he will not
allow her to sell the property to anyone outside the
family. He wants to acquire this property for himself but
the price he is offering is ridiculously low. Although
the Pradhan Panch (the chairman of the Village panchayat)
promised to help her sell her property to whomever she
liked and took money from her, he did not actually help
her carry out the transactions. Other villagers
expressed doubt about Tetri's ability to sell the property
to anyone other than her uncle.

The case of Sonabati is another illustration of the
limitations on the property rights of women. Sonabati is
a ninety year old woman who recently forced a partition
in which she and her husband took their shares of the
patrilineal property and set ap a separate household from
their three grandsons. The jibika amounted to 5 bighas of
land. Sonabati's middle-aged daughter, Suraj, was not
happy in her hasband's household because he had brought in
a co-wife. Sonabati, therefore, it-lvited her daughter and
youngest grandson to live with her. She wants to give
part of her land to her daughter, Suraj, bat her son's sons
are vehemently opposed to this idea because they feel that
the jibika, as patrilineal property, should revert to them
on their grand-parents' death (their father, Sonabati's son,
is already dead). Her husband is avoiding the issue and
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tells her that as long as his son's sens do not agree, he
cannot legally give the land to his daughter. It was not
possible to find out whether he was lying to his wife or
whether he himself did no '.:'. know that h.e could legally
will his part of the prope:ty to his daughter.

Cases like this are innumerable in the village and
illustrate the apathy shown towards women's rights to
property. In Maithili custom., daughters., married or
unmarried, and regardless of their age, have no ~ights to
their parents' property. If married, they are entitled to
maintenance rights in their husband's hous~hold; if not
married, they have to stay with their fathers or brothers
and work for their liVing. In other words, a woman's
right to land owners~ip is derived through her husband and
through her male descendents. In this society, where all
the relations of production are based on land, the
limitation on a womal".'s right to land ownership puts her
on a very unequal footing with men.

b) Ornaments

Women have, however, found ways to circumvent the
situation. They use different strategies to gain direct
or indirect control over landed property, and they con­
centrate on acquiring moveable property, basically in the
form of ornaments. Even though they are not in full
control of their o\~ ornaments, jewelry and other
ornaments are informally considered their own proper~y.

Usually men will sell this jewelry only in a family
emergency.

Women, therefore, try to acquire as much jewelry as
possible. In the present sample of 70 adult women, 49
(70.0 percent) had some jewelry (Table 4.1). In this
group of 49, ornaments owned by each woman a~unted to the
value of 1,696 rupees on the average. In the top economic
stratum per woman ownership was 2,280 rupees, in the
middle stratum 2,000 rupees and in the bottom stratum ~3l

rupees. Even in the bottom economic stratum a large
percentage of women had SlEe jewelry. Per capita ownership
of jewelry was ~nderstaGdably highest in the top economic
stratum and lowest in the bottom stratum. Women in the
top eC'onomic stratum possessed two and I'l half times the
per capita jewelry owned by the women of the bottom stratum.

..
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Table 4.1

OWERSHIP OF ORNAMENTS AND JEWELRy

Economic
strata

Total
number
of adult
women Number Percent

Average amount
(In rupees)

Top

Middle

Bottom

All strata

27 27 100.0 2,280

8 1 12.5 2,000

35 21 60.0 931

70 49 70.0 1,69'6
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Women acquire these ornaments in. various ways, for
example from;

Panjaura

During harvesting, daughters and sistElrs of wealthy
households may go to the fields to collect armfuls of grain
sheaves and make an income for themselves by selling this
grain. They may buy ornaments from this income.

Goat Rais ing

Little girls may be given new-born baby goats by
their parents, grandparents or other relatives, and as
girls and women, may raise their goats and keep the income
from them. They make money by selling these animals when
they come of age.

Gifts from Natal Household

When girls get married they are given same of their
m0ther's ornaments and some other jewelry as bride wealth.
(See Chapter III for details on marriage gifts).

Gifts fram Husband and Husband's Family

At marriage the bride receives certain ornaments from
her husband's family. These orn.aments include silver,
hansuli (a kind of necklace), bracelets and arm orn.aments
Marriage gifts might also include gold earrings and a nose
ornament (bulaki).

Women then formally have some property in the form of
ornaments acquired in different ways. However, women have
very limited actual ownership rights, even over these
ornaments. On divorce, ornaments given to a waman by her
husband or affines have to be returned, and in the ordinary
course of events a woman has later te give seme of her
ornaments to her daughters and daughter-in-law on their
marriage.

The iselation of a woman witheut sons in her husband's
household makes her very vulnerable to physical brute
force from her husband and her husbaad' s family. Although
people do net exactly advocate or approve of wife-beating,
it carries ao strong social stigma an.d women are supposed
to bear it stoically. In the Villager's view, a man has
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absolute rights over his wife and he is entitled to do
whatever he likes with. her. short of killing her. A
woman's comman.d over her GWn. personal property is thus
conditional on her physical strength or her ability to
transfer her property to safe custQdy in a case of dispute.

c) Wages

For women in the bottom ecotWm1c stratum :'.ncome from
wages is very iJDportant. However. half of thos,e women.
who earned wages did not see their earnings as independent
incOOle under th.eir own contrQl (Table 4.2). In the sample
10 women reported earning wage in.cQUle for the household
in.cOOle statistics, while Qnly 5 reported haVing an
independent incQme. Of those who had an independent
incQme 87.5 percent spent it on the household and Qnly
one woman (12.5 percent) put it away as personal savings.

II Political Participation

The basic inequality in production relations also
limits a W0man's effective political power, since politics
is the science of exercising power - wheth.er at the
hQusehold, Village, djstrict or national level. Political
po wer is lised here in a broad sense to include also
participation in household decision making,

Household Decision Making

At the household level, a womaa in Maithili society
has no socially saRctioned authority to make decisions on
her own. But in spite of this she may in fact wield
considerable p':)wer a-l'\d play an important role in houseaold
decisivn making.

Of the 1,339 decisions on different aspects of
household affairs recorded in the Sirsia sample 327
(24.4 percent) were made by wemen. Oae hundred and ainty­
three (14.2 percent) of the decisioas were made 'by males
and females jointly (Table 4.3). Even though only 24.4
percent of the decisions were made by women, 52.1 percent
of the decisions were iaitiated by women asd in another
16.2 percent of the cases, women were cossu1ted. In 21.4
pert~ent of the cases, both males and females were eC::lD­
suIted. 0aly 12.2 percent of the decisions were made
without any consultation.

-
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Table 4.2

SOURCES OF PERSONAL INCOME AND ITS USE

Sources of
Number Income 'Use
of Household other
persous Laud Wage ex¥endi- use

ture

A. Total Responses 35
(100:0)

l. Those who
have no per-
sonal
inc<i>me 27

(77.1)

2. Those who
have 8

(22.8)

B. Women.
(15 and above)
in the sample 70

(100.0)

3. Warnen whG
werk for
wages 10

(14.3)

4. Women who
do not ~O

(85. 7)

3 5
(37.5) (62.5)

7 1
(87.5) (12.5)

Figures in ,arentheses indieate row percentages.
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For a more detailed study of decision making, house­
hold affairs were divided into nine spheres. Women's
decision-making roles in the different spheres differ
significantly. Almost 86 percent of the daily cooking
decisions were made by women (Table 4.4). Their role in
spending decisions was significantly less prominent.
Even in the case of food items and small household
necessities, women made only 43.6 percent of the decisions
involved. They played only a minimal role in deciding how
much money to spend on clothing or household durables or
on education or health. Nevertheless on overall count,
women's contribution to dailf household expenditure
decisions (including cooking was 31.7 precent, while men
decided only 50.2 percent of the cases. In 13.3 percent
of the cases there was a joint decision, while in 4.8
percent the action taken was traditional and informants
felt that no specific decision was made. Out of the total
daily household expenditure decisions, however, 40 percent
were matters pertaining to cooking and spending on food
and small household necessities.

But even in those cases where the decisions were made
by men, women might have initiated the decision. In al­
ffiQst 90percent of the cases either male or female or both
were consulted (Table 4.4). Thus, even though women have
no sancti0ned auth0rity on any matter, they appear to
playa very important r01e in the household's daily
Gtecision making.

Women's role in household investment, borrowings and
0ther resource allocati0n decisions was low. They made
the decisions on such matters in 30.2 percent of the
cases (Table 4.5), and in 26 percent of the cases these
decisions were made jointly. Ab0ut 34 percent 0f the
decisions were initiated by women and 14 percent were
initiated jointly. Only 17.2 percent 0f the cases were
decided without any c0nsultati0n. Almost ~O percent 0f
the decisions were reported as having involved n0
disagreement.

Women played a much less significant role in decisions
0n investment in land and animals. Only 8.7 percent of
these decisions were made s01ely by women. However,
j0int decisi0ns c0nstituted a significant part (37 ~ercent)

of the total decisions. Almost 58.7 percent 0f the
decisi0ns were made in c0nsultation with W0men 0r with



DBGISION MAKING ROLES-SUMMAllY
~

1btal

(In l'1I.IltI8r)

Total I MaleTotal I MBleTotal I MBle

156 112 16 11 17 156 10
(100.0) {71.8) (10.2) ( 7.1) (10.9) (100.0) ( 6.4)

1. B:IlpeIldimre on 75 98 13 5 191 29 127
-u. .foed (39.3) (51.3) ( 6.8) ( 2.6) (100.0) (18.6) (81.4)
itl8l8Dd
t.ussbDld
I8leII8i.IiU8

2. Glotlhing .... 82 26 23 5 136 51 67 15 3 136 75 23 26 12 136
durablee (69 3) (19.1) (16.9) ( 3.7) (100.0) (37.5) (49.3) (11.0) ( 2.2) (100.0) (55.2) (16.9) (lQ.1) ( 8.8) (100.0)

3. Bduution 38 8 8 7 61 21 25 10 5 61 22 6 ;4 9 61 3 2
.. heal1lh (62.3) (13.1) (13.1) (11.5) (100.0) (34.4) (41.0) (16.4) ( 8.2) (100.0) (36.1) ( 9.8) (39.3) (14.8) (100.0> (4.9) ( 3.3)

4. Gi:fta, IkKlW 44 19 19 6 88 32 40 10 6 88 33 21 26 8 88 2 8
fUn£~ and (SO.G) (21.6) (21.b) ( 6.8) (100.0) (36.4) (45.5) (11.3) ( 6.8) (100.0) (37.5) (23.9) (29.5) ( 9.1) (100.0) ( 2.~) ( 9.1)
1mave1.

146 156
(93.6) (100.0)

~ 134 136
( 1.5) (98.5) (100.0)

56 61
(91.8) (100.0)

78 88
(88.6) (100.0)

5. (;apia!
lOralSllCtiDns

6.~

7. Disposal of
htNaeho1d
resourcee

20 5 20 8 53 33 10 9 1 53 19 13 15 6 53 1 3
(37.7) ( 9.5) (37.7) (15.1) (lOD.9) (62.3) (18.9) (17.0) ( 1.8) (100.0) (35.8) (24.5) (28.3) (11.4) (100.0) ( 1.8) ( 5.7)

15 1 8 1 25 15 6 4 - 25 7 7 7 4 25 1
(69.0) (4.0) (32.0) (4.0) (100.0) (60.0) (24.0) (16.0) (100.0) (28.0) (28.0) (28.0) (16.0) (100.0) ( 4.0)

49 58 27 - 134 35 40 10 - 85 35 12 20 18 85 4
(36.6) (43.3) (20.1) (100.0) (41.2) (47.0) (11.8) (100.0) (41.2) (14.1) (23.5) (21.2) (100.0) ( 4.7)

49 53
(92.5) (100.0)

24 25
(96.0) (100.0)

81 85
(95.3) (100.0)

8. Labour
a1locatiDR

53 2 1
(94.6) ( 3.6) ( 1.8)

56
(100.0)

9. Agriaul1alre 369 119 74 51 595
(69.5) (185) (12.4) ( 8.6) (100.0)

Total 736 327 193 83 1339 216 315 58 15 604 303 98 129 74 604 21 13 2 568 6{)it
(55.0) (24.4) (14.4) ( 6.2) (100.0) (35.8) (52.1) ( 9.6) ( 2.5) (100.0) (50.2) (16.2) (21.4) (12.2) (100.0) ( 3.5) ( 2.2) ( 0.3) (94.0) (100.0)

Figures in paraltheses :indicate row peJrC8l1tageB.
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Table 4.

DECISIOlI MAltING R

(Household Expenditu

~
stages Decision In:f..tiat:ion

Categories I !I Ina~1~1 I ~ J ITrad:i.- Jof decision. PIale Female Both tiona! Total Male Female Both tiona1 ToOt

I. Food and small 75 98 13 S 191 29 127 - - 1
housebold Deees- 09.3) (51. 3) ( 6.8) ( 2.6) (100.G) (18.6) (81.4) - - (100
sities

•• To cook 2 30 3 - 35 - - - - -
patticul.ar ( S.7) (85.7) ( 8.6) - (lGO.G) - - - - -
food

h. RDW IIRIch to 73 68 10 5 lS6 29 127 - - 1
spend OR food (46 . 8) (43.6) ( 6.4) ( 3.2) (100.G) (18.6) (81. 4) - - (100
and small house-
hold Dece.aities?

U. Cloth1ag and 82 26 23 5 136 51 67 15 3 1
durables (a + b).(60.3) (19.1) (16.9) ( 3.7) (leO.G) (37.5) (49.3) (11.0) ( 2.2) (100
How 1II\lch moRey to
spend a?

a. ClothiLrJ 70 23 22 4 119 42 60 14 3 1
(58.8) (19.3) (18.5) ( 3.4) (10G.G) (35.3) (50.4) (11.8) ( 2.5) (lOa

b. Houaehold 12 3 1 1 17 9 7 1 -
durable. (70.6) (17.6) ( 5.9) ( 5.9) (lGO.G) (52.9) (41. 2) ( 5.9) - (100

III. em educ:atiGa 38 8 8 7 61 21 25 10 5
and health (62.3) OJ .1) (13.1) (11. 5) (leG.G) (34.4) (41. Q) (16.4)( 8.2) (100

8. 0ft medllcal 38 7 6 7 58 20 24- 9 S
tre.·t:meftt (U.S) (12.1) (1G.3) (12.1) (lOG. I) (lit. 5) (41.4) (lS.S) ( 8.6)(100

b. 0ft eduoatilHl - 1 2 - 3 1 1 1 -- (33.3) (66.7) - (lBO.G) (33.3) (33.3) (33.3) - (lOG

n. Gifts ed eBltend- 44- 19 19 6 88 32 49 1il 6
iture OR social (SO.G) (21. 6) (21. 6) ( 6.8) (100.0) (36.4) (45.4) (11. 4) ( 6.8) (100
functi.a. & travel

a. GUt./lo•• 7 8 5 3 23 8 11 - 4
(30.4) (34.8) (21. 8) (13. G) (100.G) (34.(j) (47.8) - (17.4)(100

b. SGc1al/reli- 32 8 14 2 56 20 24- 16 2
&I.ou. (57.1) (14.3) (U.G) ( 3.6) (100.@) (35.7) (42.9) (17.9) ( 3.S)(IOO

e. Travel S 3 - 1 ! 4 S - -
US.5) (33.3) - (11.1) (100.0) (44.4) (U.i) - - (100

Total 239 lSI 63 23 476 133 259 3S 14 lj

(S0.2) (31.7) (13.3) ( 4.8) (teo.O) (30.2) (58.7) ( 7.9) ( 3.2) (100

Ftauru itl p.r_th•••• :Lftcltczat. rew pere.~t...s.



:~G ROLES BY SEX

:diture Decisions)

(In 11UIDber)

ConsultartGll Di.sqreeme1lt:

Total IlIale IFemale! Both I NcJDe I Total ll!a1e IFeDL1l1 ..J Bo~h I Non.. t To~al
156 112 16 11 17 156 10 - - 146 156

(lO~.O) (71. 7) (10.3) ( 7.1) (10.9) (100.0) ( 6.4) - - (93.6) (100.0)

- - - - - - - - - - -- - - - - - - - - - -
156 112 16 11 17 156 10 - - 146 156

(100.0) (71. 7) (IlL 3) ( 7.1) (1IL 9) (100.0) ( 6.4' - - (93.6) (lOO.C)

136 75 23 26 12 136 - - 2 134 136
(100.G) U5.2) (16.9) (19.1) ( 8.8) (100.0) - - ( 1.5)(98.5) (lBO.O)

119 64 22 21 12 119 - - 2 117 119
(100.0) (53.8) (18 .5) (l7.6) (10.1) (100.0) - - ( 1. 7)(98.3) (100. I})

17 11 1 J - 17 - - - 17 17
(lOO.B) (64.7) ( 5.9) (29.4) - (100.Q) - - - (lOO. 0)(10CL 0)

61 22 6 24 9 61 3 2 - 56 61
(100.0) (36.1) ( 9.8) (39.3) (14.8) (lGO. In ( 4.9) ( 3.3) - (91.8) (100.0)

53 21 6 22 9 58 3 2 - 53 58
(100. Q) (36.2) (lB.4) (37.9) (U.S) (100. G) ( 5.2) ( 3.5) - (91.3) (100.0)

3 1 - 2 - 3 - - - 3 3
(100. en (33.3) - ('66.7) - (100.0) - - - (100.0)(1<30.0)

88 33 21 26 8 88 2 8 - 78 88
(100.0) (37.5) (23.9) (29.5) ( 9.1) (100.0) ( 2.3) ( 9.1) - (88.6) (10B.G)

23 4 15 3 1 23 1 4 - 18 23
(100.ln (17.4) (65.2) (13 .1) ( 4.3) (100.0) ( 4.3) (17.4) - (78.3) (100.0)

56 26 3 23 4 56 - 2 - 54 S6
(100.0) (4i.4) ( 5.4) (-41.1) ( 7.1) (100.0) - ( 3.6) - (96.4) (100.0)

9 3 3 - 3 , 1 2 - 6 9
(100. en (l3.3) (33. :n - (33.3) (100.0) (11.1) (22.2) - (U.7) (100.0)

441 242 66 87 46 441 15 10 2 414 441
(lOlL 0) Oj4.9) (U.O) (19.7) (UL4) (100.13) ( 3.4) ( 2.2) ( 0.S)(93.') (100. G)
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8
- (100.0)

49 5)
( 92:4) (100:0)

42 46
( 91.J) (100.0)

58 62
( 93.5) (100.0)

15 IS
(100.0) (100.0)

5
(62.5)

DillsgreelDent

(In ntJJber)

62 31 10 10 11 62 4
(100.0) (50.0) (16.1) (16.1) (17.8) (100.0) (6.5) -

15 3 2 4 6 15
(100.0) (20.0) (13.3) (26.1) (40.0) (100.0)· -

81 61821
(100.0) (12.5) - (75.0) (12.5) (100.0) (.2.5) <12.5)

1751- 17- - - 77
(14.3) (100.0) (71.4) (14.3) (14.3) (100.0) (100.0) (100.0)

25 7 7 7 4 25 1 24 25
- (l00:tl) (28.0) (28.0) (28.0) (16.0) (100-:n) (4.0) - - ( 96-:n) (100-:n)

85 35 12 20 18 ~} 6 1 ,. 11 ~
(100:l'J) (41:1) (14:1) (23"3) (21:1) (tOO"])) ( 7.1) ( I.!) (5.B) ( 85-:-J) (tOO"]))

Table 4.5

IEISIOf foWCIII; IIUS BY SEI

(JnvesblEnt. Borrowing _ Other Resource Allocatim Decisionll)

49 58 27 134 35 40 10
(J(j~ (43:l) (20:1) - (1~ (41:1) (47:l'J) (ll:!) -

40 53 18 111 29 30 3
(36.0) (47.8) (16.2) - (100.0) (46.8) (48.4) ( 4.8) -

7 4 4 15 3 9 3
("6.6) (26.7) (26.7) - (100.0) (20.0) (60.0) (20.0) -

2 1 5 8 3 1 4
(25.0) (12.5) (62.5) - (100.0) (37.5) (12.5) (50.0) -

133715­
(14.2) (42.9) (42.9) (100.0) (14.3) (71.4)

15 1 8 1 25 15 6 4
(6(f.lJ) (4.lJ> (32.tJ> ( 4.0) (100:-G) (60:tI) (24.0) (16.0)

DlIct81DIl
staaes Decision Initiation Consultation

Male Total Male Total Msle Total

20 5 20 8 53 33 10 9 1 53 19 13 15 6 53 1 3
(31":7) ( 9.!) (31.'7) (15.1) (100:tl) (62~ (18:-9) (17.0) ( 1.8) (1oo:tl) (35:-9) (24"3) (28~ (11.1) (100:tl) ( 1.9) ( 5.7)

20 4 17 5 "6 32 5 9 - "6 14 12 15 5 46 1 3
(43.5) ( 8.7) (37.0) (10.8) (100.0) (69.6) (10.8) (19.6) (100.0) (30.4) (26.1) (32.6) (10.9) (100.0) ( 2.2) ( 6.5) -

e. ~11 miDIlls

d. Vegetable

III Disposal of
household
xesources
(c + d + e)

c. Food grains

I Major inveablEnt
declsions (a + b)

a. Buy or sale
laid lDI
_jor .w.l..

I). Other

II IIon:oNing

T('<;a} (1+11+111) 84 64 55 9 212 83 56 23 1 163 61 32 42 28 163 8 4 5 1"6 163
(39.6) (30.2) (25.9) ( 4.3) (100.0) (51.0) (34.3) (14.1) ( 0.6) (100.0) (37.4) (19.6) (25.8) (17.2) (100.0) ( 4.9) (2.5) (3.1) (89.~) (100.0)

, -- '

Figures in pan!Iltheses indicate row percentages.
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both male and female household members. This underscores
the fact that even in major investment decisions I women
playa very important role.

SimL]ar1y, W0men playa very important role in
decisions \)ver the disposal of household resources. About
47 perc~nt of the disposal questions were raised by them.
0ver 37 percent of the decisions were made in consultation
with women or with both men and women household members,
so that in most cases women were either consulted or they
had initiated the decision, and in 43.3 percent of the
cases they were the final decision makers.

Only in the sphere of labour allocation do women play
a minor role (Table 4.6). In agricultural decisions
involving questions about the choice of crops, fertilizer
and seeds, women decided 18.5 percent of the cases by
themselves, and 12.5 percent of the cases were decided by
both men and women in the family. Although men take the
major role in agricultural decision making women also play
a significant part.

Women in the bottom economic stratum had a much
greater voice in household decision making (Tables 4.7-4.9).
In the Sirsia sample, women from t~e bottom economic
stratum made 30 percent of decisions compared with their
counterparts in the top and middle economic strata
(17.5 and 19.4 percent of the cases respectively). The
percentage of joint decision~, however, was a bit higher
in the middle economi~ str~tum.

The percentage of decisions made without consultation
was less than 13 percent tor households of all economic
strata. In all strata joint decisions entailed little
disagreement. The total percentage of females who either
initiated decisions or were consulted during the decision
making process was 74.1 percent in the top economic
stratum, 34.8 percent in the middle stratum and 72.8
percent in the bottom stratum. This, together with their
role in final decision making, indicates that women in th~

top and bottom economic strata are a powerful force in
household decisicn making. Women in the middle stratum
have a lesser role.

However, women of different economic strata differ
significantly regarding their sphere of influence. Women's
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Table 4.6

DECISION MAKING ROLES BY SEX

(Labour and Agricultural Decisions)

w total
Subjects

----------- fMaleQf decisiQn Traditional I Total

I. Lab@ur a1l@catiQn (a+b+c+d) 53 2 !. - 56 94.6 L.6 L~ - 10g~

a) Arrange parma 17 ~ - - 17 100.0 - - - 1nn.O
b) Arrange wage 24 1 1 - 26 92.3 3.85 3.85 100.0

c) Control others 6 - - - 6 100.0 - - - 100.0
d) Control self 6 1 - - 7 85.7 14.3 - - 100,0

II. Agriculture (A + B + C) 360 110 74 51 ~95 60.5 18.5 12,4 8.6 100.0

A. Grains (e+f+g) (310) (88) (62) (48) (508) (61.0) (17.3) (12.2) (9.5) (100.0)

e) Planting 38 10 32 48 128 29.7 7.8 25.0 37.5 100,0

f) Seed 84 40 22 - 146 57.5 27.4 15.1 - 100.0

g) Fertilizer 188 38 8 - 234 80.4 16.2 3.4 - 100.0

B. Kitchen garden (h+f+j ) (47) (20) (12) - (79) C>9. 5) (25.3) (15.2) - (100.0)

h) Planting 7 7 8 - 22 31.8 31.8 36.4 - 100.0

i) Seed 10 6 4 - 20 50.0 30.0 20,0 - 100.0

j) Fertilizer 30 7 - - 37 81.1 18.9 - - 100.0

C. Improved methods ( 3) ( 2) - ( 3) ( 8) (37.5) (25.0) (37.5) - (100.0)

TQtal (1 + II) 413 112 75 51 651 63.5 17.2 11 .5 7.8 100.0
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Table 4.7

DECISION MAKING ROLES -TOP ECONOMIC STRATUM .....
0lI
w

(In TllIIber)

~
stages Decision Initiation Consultation DisagreEllB1t

Categories
Male IFemale IBoth I=ITotal Male IFsnale I BothI=ITotal Male IFEID!lleIBoth INone ITotal Male IFEID!lleINone ITotalof decisions

1. Expenditure on 20 24 5 - 49 5 35 - - 40 27 3 2 8 40 5 - 35 40
SIIIIIll food (40.8) (49.0) (10.2) (100.0) (12.5) (87.5) (100.0) (67.5) ( 7.5) ( 5.0) (20.0) (100.0) (12.5) (87.5) (100.0)
ibIDs

2. Clothing and 29 5 8 1 43 16 24 3 - 43 26 4 10 3 43 - - 43 43
durab1es (67.5) (11.6) (18.6) ( 2.3) (100.0) (37.2) (55.8) ( 7.0) (100.0) (60.5) ( 9.2) (23.3) ( 7.0) (100.0) (100.0i (100.0)

3. Education 16 2 3 1 22 7 9 6 - 22 8 5 6 3 22 22 22
and health (72.7) ( 9.1) (13.6) ( 4.6) (100.0) (31.8) (40.9) (27.3) (100.0) (36.4) (22.7) (27.3) (13.6) (100.0) (100.0) (100.0)

4. Gilts and 16 6 7 5 34 6 22 1 5 34 17 13 1 3 34 1 6 27 34
expenditure on (47.1) (17.6) (20.6) (14.7) (100.0) (17.7) (64.7) ( 2.9) (14.7) (100.0) (SO.O) (38.2) ( 2.9) ( 8.9) (100.0) ( 2.9) (17.7) (79.4) (100.0)
religious and
social
flKl£tions

5. Capital 13 4 10 3 30 19 6 5 - 30 12 9 9 - 30 1 2 27 30
transactiolls (43.4) (13.3) (33.3) (10.0) (100.0) (63.3) (20.0) (16.7) (100.0) (40.0) (30.0) (30.0) (100.0) ( 3.3) ( 6.7) (90.0) (100.0)

6. Borr~ 4 1 1 - 6 4 2 - .. 6 2 3 1 - 6 1 - 5 6
(66.6) (16.7) (16.7) (100.0) (66.7) (33.3) (100.0) (33.3) (50.0) (16.7) (100.0) (16.7) (83.3) (100.0)

7. Disp>sal of 18 5 6 - 29 15 5 - - 20 8 4 4 4 20 3 17 20
hwF~iOld (62.1) (17.2) (20.7) (100.0) (75.0) (25.0) (100.0) (40.0) (20.0) (20.0) (20.0) (100.0) (15.0) (85.0) (100.0)
resources

8. Labour 9 - - - 9
allocation (100.0) (100.0)

9. Agricultute 122 25 29 14 190
(64.2) (13.2) (15.3) ( 7.3) (100.0)

TotAl 247 72 69 244 412 72 103 15 5 195 100 41 33 21 195 11 8 176 195
(60.0) (17.5) (16.7) ( 5.8) (100.0) (36.9) (52.8) ( 7.7) ( 2.6) (100.0) (51.3) (21.0) (16.9) (10.8) (100.0) ( 5.6) ( 4.1) (90.3) (100.0)

Figures in pa~entheses indicate row percentages.



,...
ClO

(In 1'JlIJ'ber) ~

DisagreementConsultation

Total I Male IFEIIlale I Both I None , Total , None t Total

Initiation

Table 4.8

Total , tfale

DECISION MAK]l«; IIJLES - MIIIJLE EaN:MIC S'.mt\Tl}f

Decision

.~r~- • _, * ; @$ » 4.4. ,$ a £ IS US; ;La· £ JJSXU4l4 UMSUStlill"1

ExpendillUre on
1. small food itllll8 and 13 9 1 5 28 23 - - - 23 15 3 - 5 23 23 23

tIousehold necessities (46.4) (32.1) ( 3.6) (17.9) (100.0) (100.0) (100.0) (65.2) (13.1) (21.7) (100.0) (100.0) (100.0)

2. Clothing and durab1es 17 3 2 4 26 11 11 4 - 26 17 - 5 4 26 26 26
(65.4) (11.5) ( 7.7) (15.4) (100.0) (42.3) (42.3) (15.4) (100.0) (65.4) (19.2) (15.4) (100.0) (100.0) (100.0)

3. Education and health 6 - - 4 10 3 6 1 - 10 1 - 9 - 10 10 10
(60.0) (40.0) (100.0) (30.0) (60.0) (10.0) (100.0) (10.0) (90.0) (100.0) (100.0) (100.0)

4. Gifr.s religious 5 3 1 - 9 - 4 5 - 9 2 - 7 - 9 9 9
,ada.! function (55.6) (33.3) (11.1) (100.0) (44.4) (55.6) (100.0) (22.2) (77.8) (100.0) ,100.0) (100.0)

5. Capital transaction 1 - 3 3 7 6 - - 1 7 2 2 1 2 7 7 7
(14.2) (42.9) (42.9) (100.0) (85.8) (14.2) (100.0) (28.6) (28.6) (14.2) (28.6) (100.0) (100.0) (100.0)

6. Borrowing 2 - 2 - 4 4 - - - 4 2 - 1 1 4 4 4
(SO. 0) (50.0) (100.0) (100.0) (100.0) (50.0) (25.0) (25.0) (100.0) (100.0) (100.0)

7. Disposal of house- 5 7 7 - 19 7 3 3 - 13 6 3 4 - 13 13 13
hold resources (26.3) (36.8) (36.9) (100.0) (53.R) (23.1) (23.1) (100.0) (46.2) (23.1) (30.7) (100.0) (100.0) (100.0)

8. Labour allocation 9 - 1 - 10
(90.0) (10.0) (100.0)

9. Agriculture 49 20 21 13 103
(47.6) (19.4) (20.4) (12.6) (100.0)

Total 107 42 38 29 216 54 24 13 1 92 45 8 27 12 92 92 92
(49.6) (19.4) (17.6) (13.4) (100.0) (58.7) (26.1) (14.1) ( 1.1) (100.0) (48.9) ( 8.7) (29.4) (13.0) (100.0) (100.0) (100.0)

Figures in parentheses indicate raw percentages.
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Decision In1ti4tiotl

Categcr:;1A!S ~- 'nradi
ofdeo~ Male 1F..te Both timal '1bta1 lIJaIe F~ Both tUDE

1. EwpedJ~ OIl 42 65 7 - 144- 1 9:! - -
SIIall faocl itemt (36.8) (57.0} ( 6.2) - (WO.@) ( 1.1) (98.9) - -
lDi~ld

necessities

2. C1Dtbil'lg IB'ld 36 18 13 - 67 24 32 8 3
t!\Z8hWs (53.7) ('6.9) (19.4c) - (100. G) (35.8) (47.8) (11.9) ( 4.5

3. BducadnR and 16 6 5 2 29 11 10 3 5
bea1.<tih (55.2) (20.7) (17.2) ( 6.9) (109.0) (37.9) (34.5) (10.3) (17.3

4. GUts _ ezpe!Ni- 23 10 11 1 45 26 14 4 1
itNre on socW (51.1) (22.2) (24.5) ( 2.2) (100_0) (57.8) (31.1) ( 8.9) ( 2.2
f\mct1oRa IIld
t:ra1Iel

5. C8pi'tal 6 1 7 2 16 8 4 4 -
t1WI8aCt1al8 (37.5) ( 6.3) (43.8) (12 .4) (100.0) (SQ.O) (25. G) (25.0) -

6.~ 9 5 1 15 7 4 4 -
(6G.O~ - (33.3) ( 6.7) (100.0) (46.6) (26.7) (26.7) -

7. Dl.epo8al of 26 46 14 - 86 13 32 7 -
hau8ehe14 (30.2) (53.5) (16.3) - (100.0) (25.0) (61.5) (13.5) -
~

8. I.IIbGur alloaatioR 35 2 - - 37
(94.6) ( 5.~ - - (lOO.O)

9.~tuN Ul9 65 24 24 302
(62.6) (21.5) ( 7.9) ( 8.G) (100.0)

Tetal 382 213 86 30 711 90 188 30 Cj
(53.7) (3C:l.G) (12.1) ( 4.2) (too. (3) (28.4) (59.3) ( 9.S) ( 2.8)1

f1Iuree 1ft pawltlhesee 1Rd1aat!e rcJW peroe'ItJqM

.--------------------------
(

,~.
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'table 4.9

fllC:DG IO.ES - BJn[lII F.aJ«Jm: sTRA1Uf

(In tUd:ler)

iatiGn CcmsultatiGn Disagreement

Trad1-
Both timal 'tJtal ltIale FfIIIBle BGth Ncne Total Male Feuale BliJth Ncne Total

- - 93 70 10 9 4 93 5 - - 88 93
- - (100.0) (75.3) (10.7) ( 9.7) ( 4.3) (100.0) ( 5.~ - - ( 94.6) (100.0)

8 3 67 32 19 11 5 67 - - 2 65 67
(11.9) ( 4.5) (100.0) (47.8) (28.4) (16.4) ( 7.4) (100.0) - - ( 3.0) ( 97.0) (100.0)

3 5 29 13 1 9 6 29 3 2 24- 29
(la.3) (17.3) (100.0) (44 8) ( 3.5) (31.0) (20. n (100.0) (10.3) (6.9) - ( 82.8) (100.1lI)

4 1 45 14 8 18 5 45 1 2 - 42 45
( 8.9) ( 2.2) (100.0) (31.1) (17.8) (40.0) (11.1) (100.0) ( 2.:~) ( 4.5) - ( 93.3) (100.0)

4. - 16 5 2 5 4 16 - 1 - 15 16
(25.0) - (100.0) (31.3) (12.4) (31.3) (2S.G) (100.0) - ( 6.2) - ( 93.8) (lOO.G)

4 - 15 3 4 5 3 15 - - - 15 15
(26.7) - (too.O) (20.0) (26.7) (33.3) (20.0) (100.0) - - - (100.0) (100. G)

7 - 52 21 5 12 14 S2 1 - - 51 S2
(U.S) - (100.0) (40.4) ( 9.6) (23.1) (26.9) (100.0) ( 1.9) - - ( 98.1) (100. ()

30 9 317 158 49 69 41 317 10 5 2 300 317
( 9 5) ( 2.8) (100.0) (49.8) (15.5) (21.8) (12.9) (100.0) ( 3.2) ( 1.6) ( 0.6) ( 94.6) (100.0)
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role in decision making was highest regarding food and
small household expenditure for households of the top and
bottom economic strata. Women in the middle incOIIle
group bad the largest voice in the distribution of house­
hold resources. Women's contrihution t:> food and small
household expenditure decisions is highest for women
of the bottom economic stratum (57.0 percent) and lowest
for women of the middle economic stratum (32 percent) .
Women i.D. the top economic stratum made 49 percent of the
decisions in this sph.ere. For women in the bottom economic
stratum, their next greatest sphere of im£luence was the
distribution of household resources. For women of the
middle economic stratum, food and small hoQSehold expen­
diture decisions occupied second place in. their sphere of
influence. For women in the top economic stratum on the
other hand, both decision about gifts and expenditures
on religious occasions and distriblltion of household
resources constituted their second most important sphere
of inflllence. Women in the 'bottGm econamic stratum made
21.5 percent ,3£ the agricultural ciecision.s. women's
input in agricult11ral decision making declines to 19.4 per­
cent for the middle income households and to only 13 percent
for wealthy hou.seholds. WQDlen of the top and bottCHll
economic strata played minor roles in decisions on capital
transacticms and be: rrowiq while WGmen in the middle
economic stratum haj almGst no influence in this sphere.
Women in the top and bottom economic strata also played
a greater role in decisions Gn education and health.

On qllestions of who keeps the hausehold cash and "who
goes to t.he hazaar, about 26 percent of the bollseholds
entru.sted their money to WGDlen' s safe keeping. In almost
23 percemt of the cases, WGDlen did the shopping themselves
(Table 4.10). Women in the middle eC0RGmic stratum
displayed min.~ participation.. The percentage of women
keeping the household motley was high.~ '3t in the top economic
stratum, whereas th.e percentage of W01Den goin.g ta the
hazaar was high.est in the Bott~ economic stratum. fallowed
by women af the middle economic stratum.

In addition to the above statistics indiaating the
impartant rale played by women in the hOllsehold ecoDomic
decision making, the follawing ease may be taken as an
example of w(i)mea's roles in houaehold polities.

In. a h.oQsehold of l' memhers, in whica three
brothers lived with their children and their widowed

'---------~_..._..-...--_ ..-----_._-._-- ....--_.__._-_._.. _.~ ...- -_.... -~ - -- ••
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Table 4.10

HOUSEHOLD'S MONEY KEEPING AND MARKETING BY ECONOMIC STRATA
AND SEX

(In number)

~
Answers

Who keeps household money? 'Who goes to bazaar?

Economic
strata Male 'Female I Both 1 Total Male IFemalel Both I Total

Top 6 3 9 6 1 2 9

(66.7) (33.3) (loa. 0) (66. i) (11.1) (22.2) (l00.0)

Middle 5 5 4 1 5

(100.0) (l00.0) (80.0) (20.0) (l00.0)

Bottom 15 6 21 14 6 1 21

(71.4) (28.6) (l00.0) (66.7) (28.6) ( 4.7) (100.0)

All strata 26 9 35 24 8 3 35

(74.3) (25.7) (l00.0) (68.6) (22.8) ( 8.6) (100.0)

Figuz~s in parentheses indicate row percentages.



188

mother, the middle brother, Yogi, hit his wife, Sita,
because she refused to give him water while he was eating
and asked him to get it himself. Sita was grumbling from
the previous evening because her husband had neglected to
bring medicine for their one-year-old baby, who had stomach
problems. She was cooking and when she was asked to serve
him water, she refused. He hit her with the water jug,
after which she refused to cook any more and went inside
the house and slept. Sita's older sister-in-law, Radha,
also refused to cook, in sympathy for Sita. The youngest
of the sisters-in-law was away visiting her parents, so
there was now no woman to do the cooking. The men had to
cook for themselves or gc hungry, so they asked the servant
to cook for them. When the food was ready, all the men
had their meal and went away to the farm. The women were
supposed to go hungry but in fact, when the men were gone,
they cooked themselves a good meal. Yogi brought the
medicine for the baby and afterwards he ruid to entreat
his wife to start doing the housework again. He did this
at night when nobody was looking. The woru~n of the other
household in the clan and Sita's older s~ter-in-law, Radha,
were of the opinion that Sita should not have refused to
serve water to Yogi since he was eating, and since he was
well-known for his sharp bouts of anger. But Radha also
expressed her disapproval of her brother-in-law's action
by joining Sita in refusing to cook for the men after
Yogi had beaten Sita. The case of Pano, cited earlier in
Chapter II, while expressing the helplessness of the
older woman, also depicts methods used by younger women
to influence household politics.

These cases also indicate that women may cooperate
with each other when a common interest is involved,
although they are divided in general within the household
because of the divergence between the household's
collective interest and each woman's personal interests
together with those of her children.

Thus, although women have no legal, economic or social
authority in household decision making, they have
considerable real power to influence household activities.

Community Affairs and PGlitics

In the public domain of politics wome~'s involvement
is much less evident. For the present analysis, the
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'·public domain'· may be divided into district and panchayat
level politics and caste politics.

A number of stmple questions covering aspects of
village, district and national politics were put to village
women in the sample (Table 4.11). Only 24.4 percent of the
responses to the political awareness evaluation questions
were correct. Over seventy-five percent of the questions
were answered incorrectly, indicating lack of knowledge
about political processes and lack of participation in
political processes.

Women, however, seemed to be more aware about village
politics. About ~4.4 percent of the questions on village
politics were answered correctly while not a single
correct response was recorded on district or national
politics (Tabl~ 4.11). Only one woman was aware of the
women's organization and the women's training institute.
Women from the higher economic stratum showed slightly more
awareness of village politics than did women of the bottom
economic stratum. This, however, might just be a reporting
resistence on the part of the poor women because of the
political turmoil in the village. Women in the middle
economic stratum had the lowest political awareness
(Table 4.12). Analysis by caste shows that Brahman women
are least aware of political matters (Table 4.13).

Most women in the Village knew whether other village
women had participated in politics (Table 4.14); only 13.8
p~rcent did not know. Poor women and Brahman women were
least aware of women's affairs (Table 4.15).

Statistics OR voting participation indicate that
only 14.3 percent of the women voted regalarly, although
almost 83 percent of the women had voted at least once.
The women who voted regularly were either from the top or
bottom economic stratum. Women in the middle economic
stratum appear to have the lowest participation (TaBle 4.16).
Brahman women reported no participation in voting in the
local panchayat, while one of the two low caste women
interviewed had voted once (Table 4.17). Only 20 percent
of the women interviewed expressed willingness to serve
as a representative in the local village panchayat
(Table 4.18). Of those who expressed this willingness,
80 percent were from the bottom economic stratum (Table
4.18) .
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Table 4.11

'WOMEN'S POLITICAL AWARENESS

Percentage to
Number row. total

Qu.estions Does not Does not
know Total Knows know

A. Village Politics
(a + b + c) 65 36 101 64.4 35.6

a. 'Which panchayat
does your
village be10ng
to? 17 17 34 50.0 50.0

b. 'Who is your
Pradhan Panch? 29 6 35 82.9 17.1

c. What numh'er of
ward GO '\fOU
live in? 19 13 32 59.4 40.6

B. District and
National Politics
(4 questi0ns)* 110 110 100.0

C. Heard of NWO**
and WSCC***
(2 questions) ~ 62 64 3.1 96.9

T0ta1 (A + B + C) §l ~ ill li.!± 75.6

*The questions asked were:

a) Name of th.e Chief District Officer (COO).
B) Name of th.e Chairman 0f th.e District Panchayat.
c) Name of th.e Ch.airman 0f th.e Back to Village Campaign.

Committee in. the J)istrct .
d) Name of tfte Prime-Minister.

**Nepal Women's Organization.

***Women·s Services Coordination C0mmittee.

r
iiIiiiiiIiiIII

....--.....--
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Table 4.12.

WOMEN'S AWARENESS OF VILLAGE POLITICS* BY ECONOMIC STRATA

In number)
Responses

Economic Does not Total No
strata Knows know responses responses

Top 19 8 27

(70.4) (29.6) (loa. 0)

Middle 8 7 15

(53.3) (46.7) (loa. 0)

Bottom 3·~ 21 59 4

(64.4) (35.6) (lao. 0)

All strata 65 36 101 4

(64.4) (35.6) (l00.0)

Figures in parentheses indicat~ row percentages.

*No positive answers were recorded under questions on
district and national politics, while two positive answers
recorded for awareness on existence of NWO were in thebottarn
economic stratum.
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4

89

(100.0)

6

(100.0)

101

(l00.0)

33

(37.1)

36

(35.6)

65

(64.4)

56

(62.9)

6

(100.0)
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Table 4.13

WOMEN'S AWARENESS OF VILLAGE POLITICS BY CASTE

Figures in parentheses indicate row percentages.

(In number)

Does not Total No
Caste Knews know responses responses

High 3 3 6 1

(50.0) (50.0) (l00.0)

Middle

All castes

Low



193

Table 4.14

WOMEN'S AWARENESS OF OTHER VILLAGE WOliEN IN POLITICS
BY ECONC:nC STRATA*

In number

Economic Does not Total No
strata Knows know responses responses

Top 24 1 25 2

(96.0) ( 4.0) (100.0)

Middle 13 1 14 1

(92.9) ( 7.1) (100.0)

Bottom 44 11 55 8

(80.0) (20.0) (100.0)

All strata 81 13 94 11
(86.2) (13.8) (100.0)

Figures in parentheses indicate row percentages.

*The questions asked were:

(a) Are there any women represented in your panchayat
at pessent?

(b) How did she become a member of the panchayat?

(c) What is the name of the panchayat member?

(d) Which village does she belong to?

(e) Ras there ever been a woman member of your
panchayat1

(f) Has there ever been a local woman from this village
in the district panchayat or any other important
political post?
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Table 4.15

WOMEN'S AWARENESS OF OTHER VILLAGE WOMEN IN POLITICS
BY CASTE

Caste

High

Knows

3

(50.0)

Does not
know

3

(50.0)

In numb~r)

Total No
responses responses

6 5

(l00.0)

Middle

Low

All castes

73

(89.0)

5

(83.3)

81

(86.2)

9

(11. 0)

1

(16. 7)

13

(13.8)

82

(100.0)

6

(100.0)

94

(lao. 0)

4

2

11

Figures in parentheses indicate row percentages.

-
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Table 4.16

WOMEN'S VOTING PARTICIPATION IN LOCAL PANCHAYAT
BY ECONOMIC STRATA

(In number)

Question: Have you ever voted in a village election?
esponses

Economic
strata Regular Once or twice Never Total

Top

Middle

Bottom

All strata

2

(22.2)

3

(14.3)

5

(14.3)

7

(77.8)

5

(l00.0)

12

(57.1)

24

(68.6)

6

(28.6)

6

(17.1)

9

(l00.0)

5

(l00.0)

21

(l00.0)

35

(l00.0)

Figures in parentheses indicate row percentages.
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Table 4.17

WOMEN'S VOTING PARTICIPATION IN LOCAL PANCHAYAT
BY CASTE

(In number)

Question: Have you ever v"'Oted in a village election?

Caste Regular Once or twice Never Total

H.igh 2 2

(100 .0) (100.0)

Middle 5 23 3 31

(16.1) (74.2) ( 9.7) (100 .0)

Low 1 1 2

(50.0) (50.0) (100.0)

All castes 5 24 6 35

(14.3) (68.6) (17.1) (100.0)

Figures in parentheses indicate row percentapes.
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Table 4.18

WOMEN'S WILLINGNESS TO PARTICIPATE IN LOCAL PANCHAYAT BY
ECONOMIC STRATA

(In number)

Question: If nominated would you like to participate
in the village panchayat?

esponses

Yes No Do not know Total

Top 1 4 1 6

(16.7) (66.6) (16.7) (l00.0)

Middle 4 4

(100.0) (100.0)

i'ott0m 4 9 2 15

(26.7) (60.0) (13.3) (l00.0)

All strata 5 17 3 25

(20.0) (68.0) (12.0) (l00 .0)

Figures in parentheses in.dicate row percen.tages.
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To all the women, and especially those in the lower
economic strata and lower caste communities, however, the
whole idea of having a position of authority in the local
village government seemed both amusing and highly unlikely.
Many of them laughed at the idea of such a complete re­
versal of their traditional roles of subservience vis-a-vis
the male village leaders.

It is likely that a survey of voting in the recent
referendum (May 1980), would find that almost all the
women had voted. Sirsia is one of the most highly
politicised villages in recent years. Although responses
to the political participation questions do nct indicate
a very active participation by women in Village politics,
the political events of the survey year and the attitudes
and reactions of the village women to those events
illustrate their active role in the fierce political
struggle in the village being fought over wage rates and
working conditions. The Village went through an intense
political upheavel in 1979 and the district administration
had to intervene to solve the political disputes. The
outcome of such intervention was the loss of one life and
subsequent greater repression by the landlords of the
labourers. Every woman of the bottom economic stratum
was conscious of this struggle and participated actively
in the violent demonstration against police beatings and
the arrest of their leader. It was very difficult
persuading women to talk about these events and their role
in th.em. Often questions were countered by hostile ques­
tions concerning the politics and policies of the govern­
ment toward the poor. The women were acutely aware of
the inequality of land distribution and expressed this
on various occasions. Women of the top economic stratum
had a less intense and immediate involvement in these
struggles, but they were quite aware of what was going on
in the village. They too, however, were reluctant to talk
about it to me.

Woonen in the village appeared to be very much
involved in an overall political struggle for economic
gains for themselves and their families. The wage-raises
demanded by the agric\Jltural workers included both male
and female wage rates, since there is no sex discrimination
in the village regarding wage rates for similar agricultural
operations. But there is tension between the rich and the
poor in the village, and I was caught in between, with
neither group trusting me. The women at the two extremes

-
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of the economic s~ectrum do not realize the siJnilarity of
their position anQ the solidarity of their interests.

Women who participate in political life are
ridiculed by the village elite who establish the social
norm. One small conversation on this subject is illumi­
nating. One young man, aged about 35, was asked whether
any village woman coald participate in the panchayat
proceedings if nominated by the government. He laughed
and mentioned a young woman named Phulo, and said only
she would participate. Phulo has the reputation of loose
behaviour and is looked down on. Many women were questioned
as to why they did not participate in regular panchayat
proceedings and they replied that in their society women
simply do not participate in this kind of event. The
attitude they expressed towards formal participation in
panchayat bodies reflects the social norm, while real
participation by WQmen in the struggle for higher wages
was necessitated by economic compulsion. Men needed the
w~en's backing in their struggle for higher wage rates,
and so women were actively involved. But th.e social norm
does not allow ~aithili women to participate directly in
panchayat politics.

Traditional caste politics, however, allows for
female leadership of the caste groupings in some special
cases. Each caste group has its own assemblies which give
judgement on affairs relating to caste and rituals. TheSe
assemblies, called praganna sava, have 15 to 20 villages
under their jurisdiction. Theleader of the caste i.s
called the maizon. Each village has a dewan, who represents
the villagers ~r the particular caste in the praganna sava.
Members of caste ass~'Ublies, maizon and dewan, must alr-&e
invited for important Jife ceremonies such as ~ratabandha
(conferring full caste st~t~s on a male), ma~~iage aud
death.

These dewans, maizons and assemoLies are powerful
institutions in the village, presiding over matters of food
habits, sex relations, marriage, the caste status of
individuals and all other matters pertaining to caste.
They may outcast individuals, a procedure called bhatkatne.
A member so ex-communicated faces complet~ social
isolation. For ex~ple, Matuk and his mother - from a
Gareri household (middle caste) were excommunicated from
their caste. Matuk's was the only wealthy Gareri household
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in Sirsia-Purbari. Yet nobody of his caste accepted food
from his household, nobody wanted to work in hi.s fields,
and nobody accepted water from the well his hDusehold
used. There was a complete breakdown of relations between
this family and the rest of the caste community.
According to an informant, this punishment was meted out
to MatUk, because he had had illicit relations with his
own mother's sister. But Matuk's mother expressed the
opinion that, since her household was richer than the
rest of the Gareri households in the village, the poor
were ostracizing her household members for not sharing
their wealth with them.

In Sirsia, there were four such praganna sava or
caste assemblies - one each for the Yadav, Sud~eli and
Bherier, all of them middle castes. On the death of a
maizon, his son is expected to take over the caste leader­
ship and to inherit the title of maizon. The post of
dewan is also heriditary. But in cases where the successor
is under age, his mother or the late maizon's widow
assumes the title and becomes the leader of the caste
community-until the inheritor comes of age. Thus a woman
may play an important formal role in caste affairs, but
she can do it only as a custodian of a junior male.

In this way, women's participation in public
affairs is of an informal nature and mostly in support of
men in their struggle for power.
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Old eneugh net te werry abeut purdah.
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At the prime of her power.



CHAPTER V

CONCLUSIONS AND IMPLICATIONS FOR DEVELOPMENT

From the foregoing analysis, one finds that Maithili
society is an inegaliterian and sexually stratified society
where women in general have lower status than men. The
contrast between social role and status is very well
illustrated in this case.

Maithili women play very important roles in the life
cycle of a family and through it in that of the society.
They are major actors in the subsistence sector. Women
and female children contribute 28 percent of th€ total
household income and about 54 per~ent of the time required
for maintaining an average household of one adult male,
one adult female, one male and female child of up to 14
years of age and one male and female child each from the
5-14 age group. If time is considered a scarce economic
resource in the welfare function, women play a much more
important role in the welfare of the household than men do.

The preceding analysis indicates that women in all
economic strata put in the maximum amount of labour for
the maintenance of the household. Men t s time input in the
household operations varies significantly with the wealth
of the household. There is an inverse relationship
between work-time and economic strata for men. However,
there is no great difference in hours worked by women in
different economic strata. Only the inside-outside
dichotomy is much stronger for women of the rich households
than for women of poor households. Women in poor house­
holds contribute to the household economy more directly
1. e., by earning wages or by working in the family fi.eld,
while the economic contribution of women in richer house­
holds is confined to food processing, animal care and
fuel supply. Moreover, domestic and child care activities
are almost exclusively the women~ domain in all households.

Women participate in most of the activities carried
out on the farm or at the household levels. There are
very few male-only or female-only activities, except for
domestic work and child care, which take up a considerable
amount of women's time (Table 5.1). These activities
carry low social status, have no place in an economic
valuation system, if done for one's own household, and are
paid at a lower rate than farm work if done for others.
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Table 5.1

PERCEIVED DIVISION OF LABOUR

Only Men

1. Milking and butchering

2. Ploughing

3. Applying chemical
fertilizer

4. Irrigating

5. Threshing by employing
animals (dauni)

6. Smithery

7. Liquor making

8. Jute processing

9. Construction other
than house repair

10. Hunting and fishing

Only Women

1. Feeding minor animals

2. Fodder collection

3. Making art baskets

4. Sewing

5. Roasting, grinding

6. Preparing dairy products

7. Food preservation

8. Cleaning pot~ and pans

9. Cleaning and plastering
house, yard and barn

10. Making dung-cakes

11. Fetching water

12. Tending, feeding and
bathing very young
babies.
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Women manage the day-to-da:" 'perations of the house­
hold and play majo~ roles in the day-to-day decisions on
these matters. Like everywhere else, women are responsible
for rearing and caring for the children, i.e. reproduction
of the family members. Motherhood carries a social
premium and the veneration of motherhood is expressed
through the worship of mother-goddesses. Mothers are an
important part of rituals and an important cohesive force
in the patriline. Wives are important as being those who
will bear the next generation. Villagers compare women to
the earth and consider them the nurturers of the life­
giving seed without whose cooperation the seed would not
germinate. Throughout Maithili culture there is a strong
emphasis on the continuation of the progeny.

Thus, women playa very important role in the household
economy as well as in the reproduction of the social system.

The question is what is the status of women who carry
out these roles compared to that of men in comparable
kinship and age categories.

Neither at the national level (Acharya 1979) nor at
the household level is women's contribution to household
economy socially recognized. As exemplified by this case
study subsistence production constitutes a large part of
the household income. This fact is ignored at all levels
and women are counted socially and statistically as
dependent upon the household head.

Legally women may own property and women are
entitled to a share in the property of thp. affinal house­
hold. But in practice, women have no control over their
own share in the affinal household and very little control
even over their own personal property. A man, even
distantly related, is considered to be full guardian of
a woman and the disposal of her property is conditional
on his agreement. Despite the fact that ~~men work ten
hours a day for maintenance and reproduction of the house­
hold they are considered economically dependent because
they get no direct income. Women are the major partners
in the reproduction of household members, but they have
only very limited legal or socially recognized right over
their children. If they decide to leave the affinal
household, they have to leave their children and cut off
all ties with them.
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Production for subsistence is the major activity in
}fa.ithili rural areas and women participate in this produc­
tion, working in fact longer hours than men. But they have
very little control over the household income. Even though
women's basic needs of food and shelter are met within the
resource limitations of the household there is a systematic
discrimination against women in the reward system of the
subsistence hoo_sehold. Women's economic status, irrespec­
tive of the economic stratum they belong to, seems to be
only slightly better than that of the slaves of ancient
times who had only the right of maintenance.

Women's socio-cultural and religious status in the
Hindu and l~ithili system of beliefs and behavior are
rather conflicting. Women are considered to be weak,
irresponsible and incapable of protecting themselves
against sexual assault. Sexual purity and devotion to men
(father, son or husband) are the necessary conditions for
gaining respect or esteem in the social structure. Women in
the Hindu system may gain respect and esteem only by control­
ling their own emotions and aspirations. Men's social
position is not contingent on control of their emotions and
aspirations. This is a basic discrimination against women
in the socio-cultural and religious belief system. l-1en gain
success by fulfi.lling their "ersonalities while women may
fhfn success only by supress1nf their own personalities.

1S crucial fact is not clear y noted in analyses of
cultural images of Hindu women.

Women have no independent existence and a woman's
social ~osition is entirely defined by her father's,
husband s, or son's status. The social status of women in
societies with hierarchical male-female relationships as
described by Smock (1977) may be applied in toto to describe
the l~ithili women's positionl

"Security and ~ocial approval come through
satisfying these men (father, brother, husband,
son) and particularly through providing male
heirs for the husband's family. An independent
woman has no legal or social place within society.
The completely derived nature of woman's status
means that the woman who aspires to an independent
role above and beyond her familial functions· risks
her social placement and well being. 1t

-----------------
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As mentioned in the introduction 1 political status
has three dimensions: power 7 auth~rity and autonomy. In
a hierarchically authoritative society such as tne Haithili
village power authority and autonomy are to a large
extent limited socially for everybody--both men and women.
The question examined in this case study is not whether
the power, authority and autonomy exercised by different
socio-economic groups is limited extraneously by outside
force or internally by economic and caste forces. The
question here is, given the limited power 7 authority and
autonomy for each individual in this society, for whom
is it more restrictive? For men or for women?

In the preceding sections, an attempt was made to
depict the Maithili socio-economic system in its totality
and to assess the position of men and women from-different
angles, economic, socia1 7 cultural, religious and political
by examining women at different stages of life and in
different relationships to men in the household. Although
women do have some power and exercise major influence
over the household decision making, they have always less
authority than men in similar age groups and positions in
the kinship hierarchy. Women have no income or property
under their direct control, but they do exercise some
influence over the disposal and use of the property.
Exercise of power by women in considered "manipulative"
and socially illegitimate. This is very crucial in the
analysis of the status of women. Schlegel's (1979)
distinct perception of this fact, different from many other
anthropologists (Rogers 1975, Jacobson 1977) set women's
studies in the right direction. Women do exercise power
but it is illegitimate power and is not backed by
authority.

Likewise, Maithili women would be very low on a scale
of autonomy. All young Maithili people, both men and
women, have very little autonomy in their behavior patterns
i.e. speech, eating habits, choice of marriage patterns,
forms of association, choice of professions, etc. But,
women's behavior is much more controlled than that of men.
Spatial mobility for men is unrestricted while for young
post-pubescent females there is very little scope for
mobility. Women have virtually no choice of profession
except as housewives and agri~ultural workers for their
domestic unit. Freedom of association is restricted for
both men and women by caste and economic status. But for
women, it is made much harder by the purdah system and the

---
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control that patrilineal males have over their mobility.
Restrictions on mobility, association and choice of life
partners are much stricter for women from higher castes
as well as for those of better economic standing,

Thus on a status scale, composed of economic. socio­
cultural cum religious and political indicators, Maithili
women in general would be far below men. Fathers would
always be higher th.3.n mothers. sons higher than daughters,
brothers higher than sisters, husbands higher than wives
and fathers-in-law higher than mothers-in-law. etc.

The foregoing analyses should establish the iact
that in Maithili society there is a systematic sexual
discrimination against women, which is against Nepal's
declared objectives of sexual equality. It should be
kept in mind that equ.a.lity dges not mean uniformity.
Diversity is the rule of the universe. Doctors are
different from engineers but on a social scale they would
be about equal. Males and females are different
biologically and may have greater or lesser pull towards
certain functions. This division of labour should not
lead to the sexual stratification of society whereby all
male roles are accorded higher status than comparable
female roles.

After establishing that women play very important
roles in Maithili society but have secondary social status
as compared to men, the next question to ask would be
what implications this fact has for development planners.

Since the mid-seventies, Nepal's development plans,
in conformity with changing perceptions of development
problems in the ~orld, have shifted their strategy of
first growth and then equity to equity and growth together.
The draft Sixth Five-Year Plan outlines its objectives~
the following points: (1) gradual elimination of poverty,
through a sustained effort towards generation of maximum
employment and income for those below poverty line; (2)
fulfillment of basic needs of the people: (3) restru~turing

Qf the socio-economic system with a view to elimination
af conditions of exploitation in tne society; and (4)
preservation an.d better use of natural resources.

The first objective of the Plan is a question of
making best use of local resources, basically that of
human resources. The paint that wemen constitute ane half



211

of the available human resources and therefore cannot be
ignored in a responsible development plan was made in the
first part of this study and elsewhere (Acharya 1978, 1979).
A further contention in this study is that the division of
labour and time allocation of different f~ily members in
the Maithili household proves that women are equally
important in providing subsistence to the household and
each household has its own 'survival strategy' which
affects the time allocation of all its members (Beker
1965, Evenson 1976). An effective intervention in the
subsistence sector requires a thorough understanding of
this "survival strategy'''.

The second and third points of the Sixth Plan objec­
tives are related more directly to the questi0ns 0f
equity. Many components of basic needs, like pr0viding
basic health care facilities f0r maternity and child
care, family planning, intr0ducing better f00d habits
and impr0ving nutriti0~ are directly in the WGlman's
domain (Palmer 1977). These plans and programmes will
have little chance of success if women are ignored in
their f0rmulation.

M0reover, as sexual stratification is one of the m0st
inequitable features of the Maithili socio-econ0mic
structure and the creation 0f an equitable socio-ec0nomic
structure Nepal's planned 0bjective, there is an
immediate need f0r a p0licy t0wards elimination 0f the
conditions of sexual ineqaality. W0men constitute
almost half of the Nepalese p0pulation and a society is
not equitable if half of its citizens are treated as
second class citizens.

There is a vici0us circle of low social ~tatus, low
economic and income status, low opportu.nities and low
social statu.s. In other words, women are economically
far below men because they are socially confined, and
they are socially confined because they have very few
economic options. They have ao control over incOOle
because they have ao control over th.e means of production l

and they have no control over the means of production
because they have no income. To achieve the objective
of equity betweea the sexes, it is necessary to intervene
in these circles.

After the acceptance of tne ~ facts that women
h.ave low statas in Maitb.i1i society aad that improvement
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in their status should be a part of the development plans
and prograImIles in this area. the third and the most
difficult question to be answered is, how to go about in­
tegrating Maithili women into the development process and
thereby raLse theLr socLo-economic statas.

The preceding chapters show that women's secondary
position in the society is a result of numerous factors
and hence an attack on this problem should also be multi­
dimensional. Conscious intervention is needed for (1)
a~hieving equity within the households and (2) creating
equal opportunities for women externally at the macro
and micro levels. The issues of the women's status
question at the National or "macro" level were discussed
in the first part of our stady (Acharya 1979. Bennett 1979,
Pradhan 1979, Acharya and Pradhan 1979) and will be dealt
with in the ninth volume of this series. Micro aspects
of intervention policy and programmes for Maithili women
will be taken up in this section.

Progress in improving the socio-economic status of
the Maithili women will be slow and arduous. Changes in
cultural and behaviour patterns may not be amenahle to
Unmediate intervention. The most feasible and concrete
intervention would be to try to improve the income,
health and educational status of the Maithili women.

Income and Employment Status

Alternative employment opportunities in the village
are extremely limited. Among 37 persons who worked outside
the household economy, ODe was in the middle income group
and the rest in the low income group. Out of 37 persons
who worked for wages 24 were men and 13 were women. Agri­
culture supplied the bulk of the employment. 67.3 percent
of the total wage labour days worked by the people of
Sirsia were in agriculture. Domestic service accounted
for 15.5 percent of the wage labour days and other
services such as smithing, midwifery, etc., sQpplied
2.9 percent of the employment (Table 5.2). Only two men
were working in the organized sector, one in the local
cooperative (SaJh.a) and one in the school. An overwhelming
majority of women (93.' percent) worked in agriculture
and only one each. worked in domestic service and other
service sectors. The lone woman serving in other service
sectors was a traditional midwife from the lowest caste
in the village. Agriculture provided on the average 214

---------------
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Table 5.2

WAGEI SALARY EMPLOYMENT BY SECTORS

Sectors

Agriculture

Domestic Service

Other Service

16

3

3

11

1

1

27

4

4

Days of Employment

Male Female Total

3,420 1,605 5,025

(67.3) (93.9) (73.9)

790 45 835

(15.5) ( 2.6) (12.3)

145 60 205

( 2.9) ( 3.5) ( 3.0)

Govt. Service 2 2 730

(14.3)

730

(10.8)

T0ta1 24 13 37 5,085 1,710 6,795

(100.0) (100.0) (100.0)

Figures in parentheses are column percentages.

-
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days of employment to the 16 men working for wage employment
in this sector and only 134 days of employment to women.
Domestic servic~whichmayalso be counted as agricultural
work, provided 263 days of employment per person to men and
45 days of employment to women.

A total of 88 persons responded to the question as to
why they were not working outside the home for wages.
(Table 5.3). Of the respondents 42 were males and 46
females. About 52 percent of the men and 41 percent of
the women said they had too much work a t home and had no
time for outside work. Another 6.5 percent of the women
indicated childcare responsibilities as a major cause for
not working for wages. Combining these two sets of
answers nearly 48 percent of the women said they were too
busy to take up outside employment .~bout 24 percent of
the women said social custom hampered them from taking
outside employment while another 13 percent said there
was no need to take outside employment. The combined
percentage of males giving the above causes (i.e. too
busy, etc.) for not working for wage employmei1t was a::>out
26 percent. In the same group may be added the 4.8 percent
respondents who said they were not working because no
suitable employment was available. These were mostly
people who were not willing to work as labourers. Thus,
about 26 percent of the men and 37 percent of the women
would take no outside employment even if employment
opportunities were provided to them. But a larger segment
of the female population, namely 47.8 percent, were
willing to take outside employment provided they had enough
time. Asked what employment they would like to take,
males preferred factory labour while females preferred
agricultural labour, cottage industries and domestic
service. About 26 percent of the male responses and 29
percent of the female responses indicated that any kind
of employment would be taken up if available.

To start with, female employment programs should be
targeted at these people. It is true that this will
result in the women of the richer households being left
out of these programs. But in history, every kind of
change has come with one or other class pioneering it.
Change in richer households would follow the change in
poor households, if the jobs became sufficiently lucrative.
No woman should be excluded fr0m these programs, but if
WOOl.en from rich households do not join in at the beginning
this should not be seen as an indication of failure of the
programme.
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Table 5.3

REASONS FOR NOT WORKING

] Male Female TotalCauses

1. Too old, poor health, etc. 4 7 11

( 9.5) (15.2)

2. Too much work a t home 22 19 41

(52.4) (41. 3)

3. Children responsibilities 3 3

( 6.5)

4. Study 3 3

( 7.1)

5. Social Custom 5 11 16

(11. ~) (23.9)

6. No suitable employment 2 2

( 4.8)

7. No need 6 6 12

(14.3) (13.1)

Tatal responses 42 46 88
(100.0) (l00.0) (100.0)

I
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Improvement in income s tatus implies providing income
generating opportunities for women. over which they have
control, It is not sufficient to improve the income
status of households (although giving women the opportunity
to have their own income will necessarily achieve that
objective). Several studies have shown that women's
increased control over income, and with it increased
control over the allocation of household resources, leads
to im,roved health and nutrition not only for women. but
also for their children as well. (See, for example,
ICRW 1980).

Improvement in farming methods and increase in
agricultural productivity alone will not be effective in
improving women's status in Maithili society. This is
because land is the primary means of production in
agriculture and only ~en have control over it. No matter
how hard women work, the control over the yield from
agriculture will go to men. Sirsia is a good illustration
of this general contention. In Sirsia almost all the
land is now irrigated so that the farm households are
better off than those of the neighbouring villages. Yet
there seems to have been no change in the status of Sirsi.a
women. The increased intensity of land use has only
increased their work Durden, though their nutrition may
have improved slightly.

Ruth Dickson (1978) argues that for any improvement
of women's status, women have to be drawn out of the house­
hold and into market activity. The crucial factor here is
not whether it is a market activity or not, but who owns
the primary means of production and has control over the
income generated from it. Control over income seems to
be the primary factor in determining women's status. So
women have to be drawn into new types of activities where
they have control of the primary means of production and
the resulting income.

Increase in agricultural productivity is necessary
in order to release women for other activities. Plans and
progr~es directed towards the problems of the household
sector and subsistence farming regarding farm techniques,
food storage and nutrition, fuel use and storage,
sanitation, health and education must be targeted to both
men and women and in some cases more to women than men,
in order to make these programmes more effective. It is
necessary to improve the technology of food processing,

-
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animal care and other household chores to release women
for more productive work and for participation in programm
programmes dif:using information, such as adult education,
agricultural extension, health programmes, etc.

From the time allocation statistics it is clear that
women work long hours and that the major part of their
working time is devoted to food processing, domestic
chores and childcare activities. The burden of domestic
and childcare activities seems to be more or less uniform
throughout the year for women, while food processing and
agricultural activities as well as animal husbandry have
their peak and slack periods (Figures 5.1, 5.2, 5.3, 5.4).
At the peak of the agricultural season, women's work
burden is heavier than is indicated in the sixth month
average.

This data suggests that women in the poor households
can devote more time to direct income earning activities
(e.g. harvesting labour) only if the food processing,
animal care and other household chores take less of their
time. Nevertheless, these kinds of interventions are
necessary but not sufficient conditions for improving
women's status in Maithili society. The question of what
would be a sufficient condition for raising women's status
has generated much controversy, (Quinn 1977, Tiffiny 1977)
but to me improving their economic status seems to be the
only area where immediate results may be obtained.

Proposals for Income Generating Activities

Coming to the concrete level, organizational and
technological improvement in food processing seems to be
crucial both for making women's labour more productive as
well as for providing income earning opportunities for
women in Sirsia. It is also important to enable women
and children to be released for education and other
consciousness raising activities. As described in
Chapter III, women in all households spend long hours
processing and preparing food both for family members and
field labourers during the busy plantation seasons. On
the other hand no food is provided to labourers at
harvest time, since this work is mostly contractual, so
women in the labouring class households have to spend
valuable time during the harvest period preparing food
for the f~ily members and tmls forgo the opportunity
of earning more income.
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A solution to this problem might be the organization
of a simple village food processing industry, where women
from non-polluting castes could be employed to produce
flat bread (roti), and eventually other foods as well.
This would also give women direct access to income earning
activities. In Nigeria commercial food production has
been found quite effective as a means of income generation
for women, raising the efficiency of food preparation and
freeing women for other activities (Simmons 1975). For
Sirsia ~he feasibilit~ of this project would need to be
studied carefully. Although it might be only a busy
season industry it is worth looking into.

Parboiling

Paddy parboiling, husking and cleaning a~e other
major busy season time-consuming activities for women.
The village home method cf parboiling rice is different
from the mill method. The villagers prefer home processed
rice for a number of reasons. Rice parboiled at home has
no offensive smell while the mill parboiled rice has.
Besides this, commercially parboiled rice is considered
too expensive since the cost of home parboiling is
negligible because of the low opportunity cost of
female labour. The third factor is probably habit and
tradition. This whole process should be studied in the
socio-economic context of the village and a feasibility
study prepared for the establishment of a women's
cooperative for paddy parboiling and cleaning at the
Village level on a small scale.

Cheap Clothing

Another possible industry for the Village women is
the production of simple and cheap ready made clothes.
At present this type of clothing is supplied mostly by
Indian producers. Most of the villages have no tailors
and people buy thin ready made clothes. The competition
from Indian products in this industry, however, might
be quite keen. A deeper study and some pilot p'rojects
should be undertaken in this area.
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Art Basketry and Maithi.1i Paintings

Art basketry and Maithi.1i paintings are some other
areas which. might be worth. consideration. These are
tradi tiona1 skills of the Maithi1i woman, but they need
further training in modernizing these traditional arts
and resources for commercial exploitation. Commerciali­
zation of Maith.i1i paintings in India has been quite
successful.

These ventures will be successful only if they allow
women to generate more income than the income foregone
by externalizing certain of the food processing and other
activities which. women now perform "free" for the family.
The productivity of one hour of work in these industries
or the value of the goods produced must be greater than
the value of what could be produced in the same amount
of time at home. Technology will be crucial in increasing
the productivity of women t s labour sufficiently.

Organization

To organize this kind of work a central workshop
would seem better than the home from several points of
view, As pointed out by Dickson (1979) the central
workshop has various advantagest such as providing for
control over income by the workers (w'Omen), the
possibility of social contact among women and a ready
forum for other kinds of training.

These industries should employ only women to start
with, because only this type of sex-segregated organi­
zation would be acceptable to the villagers. It might
look rather conservative to many social scientists who
have been dealing with problems of desexua1ising indus­
trial employment in the advanced countries, but in Siraia
at this moment no more is achievable. Th.e question
of acceptability of rural development programmes and
status and py'rdah consciousness of rural women has been
discussed in detail for Bangladesh by Abdullah and
Zeidenstein (1979). The situation in Sirsia is akin to
the Bangladesh Village situation t an~ it is essential to
provide women with acceptable alternative channels of
employment which are ~ediate1y acceptable to them.
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Vegetable Gardening

Another possibi.lity is that of vegetable gardening.
Few vegetables are grown. in this area.. From one observa­
tion of village markets, vegetables seem to be one of the
most traded goods and women actively participate in this
trade. A maJor part of the vegetables demanded in the
nearby city of Janakpur and surroUIlding areas is supplied
by Indian traders. An organized campaign for vegetable
gardening with distribution of appropriate inputs coupled
~th appropriate extension services and marketing
arrangements might be a good enterprise for the village
women. A proper feasibility and market study would be
required before more concrete proposals could be made in
this direction.

The dietary value of vegetables is well established,
so only the economics of vegetable gardening in this
particular area needs more intensive study.

Education and Training

Extensive literature exists on the importance of
female education in development planning and it is one
area where decision makers and planners need no more
cC:>D.vin.cing. On the implementation level, however, the
problem of female education seems to be as intractable as
ever, especially in Maithili speaking areas. It has its
own vicious circle; women have very little opportunity
for education compared to men, because the social
structure is too restrictive for females and the social
structure is too restrictive because people are not well
educated. Among the main factors responsible for
relatively low interest in female education in. Sirsia
are the household's need for the labour of YOU1~ girls for
work at Mme and th.e irrelevance af the current curriculum
to th.e girl's adult role ..

Language seems to be anoth..er major problem. All
educational materials are in Nepali and., since most of the
children speak only Maithili, special teaching skill 1s
needed to get children interested in what they are
learning. T'le teacher in the village did not even. know
Nepali. Since women rarely get to use the language they
are taught in the schBols, the retention rate of literacy
1s extremely low for females. Therefore, to spend time
and resources eft female literacy, for literacy is what the
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primary school accomplishes, seems to be quite futile to
the villagers. This factor is a bindrance in the spread
of education in general, both. for males and females.
Villagers look upon education as a stepping stone to
high.er careers r but since women have no scope for
developing a career other than that of a housewife,
educating girls seems practically useless to them.
Primary education as of today is neither helpful in
improving a woman 1 s earning capacity nor her work
efficiency.

Considering also the absentee rates of even those
girls who were registered in the school, seven hour day­
time all year round school schedules might be another
area which needs to be looked at. From the analysis of
time use data, it is evident that both boys and girls
start working between the ages of 5 and 9. The average
work period was 1.24 hours per day for boys and 2.06
hours for girls of between 5 and 9. Both girls and boys
in the 10-14 age group have heavy work responsibilities.
Boys work 4.8 hours per day on the average and girls
work 7 .. 60 hours. These figures, however, combine slack
and busy seasons as well as all economic strata averages
and are thus considerably lower than the busy season
working hours for children of the middle and low economic
strata households, Considering the work schedule of
children, the school hours and schooling months might
have to be rescheduled to fit the agricultural cycles.

All these factors, the irrelevance of educational
materials to adult life, the lack of retention because of
the language problem, and the families' need of children
to perform domestic and farm work, tend to hamper female
education more than male education.

According to the village social structure, men are
expected to interact with the outside world.. As such,
some capacity to handle figures and interact with the
official world, where Nepali is the lingua-franca, is
perceived as a need for men. Ideal behavior for adult
wamen, on the other hand, is almost total seclusion, and
so women are not perceived as needing a means of
communication. with. the outside world--if anything, such
a skill might cast suspicion on their character.

Education should, th.erefore, be made functional ..... not
only for men but also for women. Educational materials

-
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should contain more relevant materi.al on household tasks
and concerns. Separation of male and female education
may be necessary for at least a decade. Rather than
devising different materials for adult and child literacy,
it might De preferable to dev.~se different materials for
male and female education and try to combine adult and
chi'd education.. In their Obsf;"!Ived play patterns
children always copy the adults and it does not seem
advisable to assume that adults and children have
separate worlds in these societies. This point is
relevant for all agricultural societies, where children
start working and behaving as adults at an early age.
(Mead 1949). The separation of adulthood and childhood
seems to be closer to western behavior patterns and
perceptions than to the reality of Nepalese villages.
Since the present author is no expert on education,
however, these are only ideas which need to be debated
and tested.

Village Sanitation and Health

This study had no specific questions on health and
sanitation. Since more thorough studies are under way
which cover this are~ only a few points of personal
observation are noted here. The first question that hits
one when entering the ville.ge is the use of the village
pond. Looking at the multi-purpose use of these ponds,
they would seem to be the major source of the various
illnesses in the Village. But no proper attention seems
to have been paid to the use of these ponds. People have
no awareness of the dangers of using polluted water and
raising the villagers~ consciousness should be one of the
major thrusts of th.e integrated rural health. policy.
These programmes should be aimed at both men and women.
The villagers' understanding of the Nepali language in
this part of the country is very limited, and wemen do
not understand Nepali at all. Health education should,
therefore, be in a colloquial form of the local language
with visual equipment. Th.ere should be movie shows in
the village with separate seating arrangements for men and
women. The timing of these shows should be so arranged
as to fit into the leisure time of both men and women,
not only of men. Early evenings are free only for men
and most of th.e shows are organized in the early evenings.

These materials on health, family planning and
sanitation could contain visual pictures from the local

•
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areas, e.g., the ponds and the village life of a local
village similar to Susia. but with. a cleaner and mo:"'~

sanitary environment.. Comparisons and examples are
effective only when there is a possibility of attainment.
Examples of situations which are too dissimilar fail to
impress people because they are too remote to aspire for.

Contact points in the village should be established
through both male and female village leaders, not only
for health education, but for agricultural extension and
income generation, indeed for any local level development
intervention. Age and wealth seemed an important factor
in detexmining village leadership for women., Thequestion
on female leadership in the village was answered by 23
women--of them more than 74 percent identified one of the
oldest ~'Omen from one of the landlord families as the
woman to whom they would turn in difficulties. Asked
why they would seek the help of that woman in particular,
they said it was because that old woman bad more
experience hl. the raising of children, more experience
in female affairs and was from a wealthy family.,
Established channels of leadership should be used for
development propaganda. Leading men and women in the
village should be approached with tact. It is worth
putting a lot of effort into involving these people
rather than sending outside workers to the village. Only
these local people can be effective points in the
diffusion of information in the village. The structure
of the relation between national and local politics
demonstrates this point very well. For national leaders,
village leaders are the main contact point and the only
means through which. they, as outsiders, can penitrate the
villagers' mind.

Another link in the health information diffusion
process could be the traditional village midwives. These
midwives are not literate, but they have access to almost
all households in the village and are an important part
of the village information diffusion system. In devising
this sort of program, the defects and difficulties of
earlier. attempts should, of course, be taken into account.

Analysis of the preceding chapters reveals that
wealth, caste, sex and age are important factors in
establishing social hierarchy in the village. People
listen to the leaders if these leaders are representative
of their own economic standing or their own caste, and
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only if they are fairly mature. All these factors should
be taken into account in selecting trainees for all village
development progra.1ml1es . Since young people often rank low
in social hierarchy young village le,,-el workers are not
very effective in the information diffusion work which they
are supposed to do.

Most of the people, specially women, however, are
illiterate, and training these people requires an
unconventional approach in several ways, like minimum
educational requirements for the trainees, medium of
training, and site of training. The minimal educational
qualifications demanded for recruitment of village level
workers in all sectors are at present somewhat high by
village standards. The real village leadership, or people
from the 30 and 40 age group, are effectively excluded from
participating in these training programmes, because they
are not literate. ~ites of training programmes, which are
mostly located in cii.stant places, require the farmer to go
away from his farm for an extended period. Poor people can
hardly afford to attend these programmes because without
their daily wage their family members have to go hungry.
The site factor presents even greater hindrance to women's
participation in these programmes, because mature women
can rarely afford to leave the household for more than a
couple of hours. Moreover, socially it is not acceptable
to her family that a woman go to a training programme
outside the Village.

Women's training progr~es that are devised only for
those who can be taken out of the Village because they have
no strong family obligations (e.g. widows, unmarried girls,
etc.) should be avoided. Women who are free to go out of
the Village for training purposes are usually on the fringe
of the social structure and therefore have very little
influence in village life. Only those women who are well
integrated in the social structure can be good agents of
change. For this, it is important to deal with already
established traditional Village leaders--women in the
30-40, or older, age group.

Since these people are mostly illiterate and unable
to understand the national language, the training
materials should be visual and in local colloquial
language. For large language groups like Maithili,
development of such materials is worth the cost.

---------------
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In the answers of the eight women about types of
development work needed in the village, a road was mention­
ed four times, and an improvement of the drinking water
supply system was mentioned three times. Schools and
hospitals each appeared once. Some respondents also
talked about the need for assistance to the poor.
development of grazing land for animals. the elimination
of superstitious practices and arrangement of credit
facilities. As an improvement of the water supply system
is identified even by village women as a desired develop­
ment activity, it should face no great difficulty in
acceptance. given proper planning and a carefully thought
out information diffusion system.

Maithili women, in this part of Nepal, are hard
working and have low status. Since they have low status
and little interaction with the outside decision-making
world, there is considerable likelihood of their receding
to an even lower status as the role of the household
as a production and political entity declines. The
demand for ever increasing amounts of dowry in North Indian
and Nepal Terai cities may be taken as an indicator of the
declining status of women in this area. Development
plans and programmes formulated for this area need to take
into account the specific position of women in this area
and devise specific programmes for their integration in
the development process, in conformity with the cherished
objective of growth with equity in Nepal.
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House wall painting and the mud rack used for storing water.
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Mother and so!'. cleaning their teeth at the village pond.



Woman standing beside her house, the outer wall of which she
herself embossed.

N
W
0\



237

REFERENCES CITED

Abdul. Halim and Mobamm,.. ., Mushraff Husain
1979 '~ime Allocat~on and its effect on rice production

and farm income in three villages of Mymensingh
District. n Bangladesh: Mymensingh Graduate
Training Institute. CMtmeographed).

Abdullah. A. T. and Zeidenstein. S.
1979 Women'3 Reality: Critical Issues for Program

Design. Studies in Family Planning. Vol. 10.
No. 11/12. Special Issue. sondra Zeidenstein.
Ed.

Acharya, Meena
1978 "Development Planning for Women: Country Case

Study." Presented at the Training Seminar on
Development Planning for Women. Bangkok: UNAPDI
and APCWD. (Mimeographed) .

1979 Statistical Profile of Nepalese Women: A Critical
Review. The Status of Women in Nepal Vol. 1.
Part 1. Katmnandu: CEDA. Tribhuvan ~niversity
Press.

Aquique. M.
1974 Economic History of Mithila. New Delhi: Abhinas

Pub1.

Beker. Gary S.
1965 A Theory of Allocation of Time. Economic Journal.

Septembe:t:.

Bennett. Lynn
1979 Tradition and Change in the Legal Status of

Nepalese Women. The Status of Women in Nepal Vol.
1, Part 2. Kathmandu: CEDA. Tribhuvan University
Press.

N.D. ~erous Wives and Sacred Sisters: The Social and
S--~Olic Roles of Women Among the Brahiiians and
C~tris of Nepal. New York: ColumbIa university
Press. (In Press)

Buvinic, Mayra
1976 Intrt:>ductit:>n tt:> Women and World Develt:>iment: An

Annotated BiblIography. OVerseas Deve t:>pment -­
Council, U.S.A.



238

Bukhart. Rich?rd
1975 Role of Kinship in the Formation of the Pilgrimage

groups of Janakpurdham. Contributions to Nepalese
Studies 2. Kathmandu: INAS.

Cain. Mead T.
1977 The Economic Activities of Children in a Village

in Bangladesh. Population and Development
Review Vol. 3 (3).

CEDA
1979 The Status of Women in Nepal Manual. Vol. I

Kathmandu: Tribhuvan University Press.
(Mimeographed).

Cloud. Kathleen
1977 Sex Roles in Food Production and Food Distribut50n

Systems in Sahel. Washington. D. C. USAID.
(WID. Office). (Mimeographed).

Dixon. Ruth B.
1978 Rural Women at Work: Strategies for Development

in South Asia. Baltimore: Johns Hopkins
University Press.

Ducan. Otis Dudley
1968 Social Stratification and Mobility; Problems in

the Measurement of Trend. IN: Indicators of
Social Change. E. B. Sheldon and W. E. Moore,
Eds. New York: Russel Sage Foundation.

Everson, Robert E.
1976 On the New Household Economics. Journal of

Agricultural Economics and Development: 87-03.

Giele, J. Z.
1977 Introduction: The Status of Women in Comparative

Perspective. IN: Women: Roles and Status in
Eight Countries. J. Z. Giele and A. C. smock.
Eds. New York: John Wiley & Sons.

HMG
1974 Mechi Dekhi Mahakali Samma (Nepali). The

Planning Commission. .

1976 Nepal Fertility Survey. World Fertility Survey.
Nepal Project. Kathmandu: Ministry of Health,
Nepal Family Planning and MCH Project.



Popular Book Depot.

Village of North India."
Thesis, Cornell
Michigan University

239

1977 The Analysis of the Population Statistics of
Nepal.

1980 The Sixth Plan (Draft) Part I. Kathmandu: The
Planning Commission.

Jain. Devaki
1980 Painters of }'JB.dhubani. IN: Women's Quest for

Power. Ghaziabad: Vikas PublishIrig HOuse.

Jacobson. Doranne
1977 The Women of North and Central India: Goddesses

and Wives. IN: Women in India: Two Perspectives.
Susan Wadly, Ed. New Delhi: MOnohar Press.

Kapadia. K. M.
1947 Hindu Kinships, Bombay:

Luschinsky, Mildred
1962 "The Life of Women in a

Parts I and II of Ph.D.
University. Ann Arbor:
Microfilms Corporated.

Mandelbaum. David G.
1970 Society in India. Vol. I and II. Berkeley:

University of California Press.

Mcsweeney, Brende Gael
1979 Collection and Analysis of Data on Rural Women's

Time Use. Studies in F~ily Planning. Vol. 10.
No. 11/12. Special Issue. Sondra Zeidenstein.
Ed.

Mead. Margaret
1949 Male and Female. New York: Marrow.

Misra. Vijaykanta
1979 Cultural Heritage of Mithila. Allahabad:

Mithila Prakasan.

Nag. M., Peet. R. C. and White. B.
1977 "Economic Value of Children in Two Peasant

Societies." Paper presented to the International
Population Conferenc~, Mexico.



240

Palmer, Ingrid
1977 Rural Women and the Basic Needs Approach to

Development. International Labour Review.
Vol. 115. No. 1.

Pradhan, Bina
1979 Institutions Concerning Women in Nepal. The

Status of Women in Ne1al Vol. I, Part 3. --­
KathIllandu: CEDA. Tr bhuvan University Press.

and Acharya, Meena
1979 "Towards a Development Strategy for Rural Women."

Paper presented in the Seminar on Strategic
Elements of Rural Development for Nepal's Sixth
Plan. Kathmandu: CEDA. (Mimeographed) .

Quinn, Naomi
1977 Anthropological Studies on Women's Status.

Annual Review of Anthropology.

Quizon, E. K. and Evenson, R. E.
1978 "Time Allocation and Home Production in

Philippile Rural Households." Paper presented
at the workshop on "Women in Poverty: What do
We Know 1", International Centre for Research on
Women. Belmont Conference Centre, Elkridge, Md.,
April 30 - May 2.

Regmi, Mahesh Chandra
1976 Land Ownership in Nepal. Berkeley: California

Press.

Ridley, Jeanne Cleare
Introduction: Women's Changing Status, Fogatary
International Centre, Proceedings No.3, The
Family in Transition.

Rogers, Susan Carol
1975 Female Forms of Power and the Myth of Male

Dominance: a Model of Female/Male Interaction
in Peasant Society. American Anthropologist:
727-755.

Rosaldo, Z. and Lampher, L.
1974 Women, Culture and Society. California: Stanford

UnIversity Press.



241

Schlegel, Alice
1977 Toward a Theory of Sexual Stratification. IN:

Sexual Stratification. Alice Schlegel, Ed. New
York: Columbia University Press.

Shriniva, M. N.
1976 "The Changing Position of Indian Women."

Huxley Memorial Lecture, Banglore, Iristitute of
Social and Economic Change. (Mimeographed).

Simmons. B. Emmy
1975 The Small Scale Rural Food Processing Industry in

Northern Nigeria. Food Research Institute
Studies. Vol. XIV, No. 2. Stanford University,
Call.fomia.

Smock, A. C.
1977 Conclusion: Determinants of Women's Roles and

Status. IN: Women: Roles and Status in Ei~ht

Countries. J: Z. Giele and A. C. smock, Eds.
New York: John Willy and Sons.

Syede, R. K. and Shansuna, N.
1979 Class Patriarchy and Women's Work in Bangladesh.

Population and Development Review: 405-438.

Tiffany, Sharon
1978 Models and the Social Anthropology of Women:

A Preliminary Assessment. Man 13:35-51.

Yoon, Soon Yong
1979 Women's Studies in Korea. ~ns: Journal of

Women, Culture and Society.--Vol. 4. (4): 751.


