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Abstract

Women· s status in Indian a~rarian communit ies has been dlscussed ln terms

of cultural and agricultural practlces. which affect women adverscly ln the

northwestern wheat re~ion and favourably in the southcrn rice re~ion. The

correlation is tested by the female farm labour participation (FLP) rate and

the juvenile sex ratio (JSR).

1 examine the correlation betwccn womcn' s contribution to agriculture and

their status in wet paddy and dry millet rcgio:ls in Tamil Nadu. Compared to

northwestern India. the JSRs are morc balanccd and FLPs arc high ln both

regions. yet the implications of high FLPs differ. Thanjavur shows a hi~h

femalc labour participation ln pcak scasons. but a ycar-round undcremployment.

ln Kongu. the cultivation of garden crops reQuire hoth male anrl female labour

throughout the year.

The contrasts originate from varied factors such as ecology and irri~ation.

cropping system. the distribution of land wealth. and on- and off-farm

employment opportunities.
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Résumé

Le statut des femmes des communautés indiennes a~raires a été discuté

selon les habi tudes cul turelles et agricoles Qui influencent les femmes

défavorablement dans les ré~ions de blé du nord-ouest et avantageusement dans

les régions de riz du sud. La corrélation est déterminée par le taux de

partici~~tion des femmes au travail de la terre et l'échelle de proportion

juvénile entre les sexes.

Je vérifie la corrélation entre la contribution des femmes à

l'agriculture dans les rizières humides et dans les terres sèches de millet du

Tami 1 Sadu. Lorsque l'on compare ces régions à l'Inde du nord-ouest. l'échelle

de proportion juvénile entre les sexes est mieux équilibrée et la

participation des fcmees au travail de la terre est élevée dans les deux

régions. Cepend...,t. le degré d' impl ication de la participation des femmes au

travail de la terre diffère dans ces régions. On note un taux élevé de

participation des iemmes à Thanjavur durant les saisons de pointe, mais un

sous-emploi toute l'année. Par contre. le défrichage des champs de moisson à

Kongu nécessite la main d'œvre des hommes et des femmes toute ('année.

Les contrastes proviennent de facteurs aussi variés Que l'écologie et

l'irrigation. les systèmes de culture et de défrichage. la distribution de

l'abondance des terres et les oppportunités d'emploi sur les femmes et en

dehors de terres.



•

•

Ackno.'J cdgmcn ts

~y II.A. thesis research could not han' been donc without l'aluabh' help

and suggestions from many individuals. 1 am ind('bted l'sPl'cially lo Profl's~llr

Donald W. AttwO<1d of the [lepartment of Anthropolo~y. IIcGill University. who has

supervised my thesis. constantly encouraging me to pursuc this rcsearch.

Professoi Laurel Bossen. also of IIcGill. provided me with graclous help.

patiently read my drafts and gave me important suggestions.

ln India. during my field trip. 1 was helpeà by a great many people.

Dr.Padmini Swaminathan of lIadras Institute of Development Studies assisted me

in understanding the rapid industrial gro.th of Tiruppur town. 1 am grateful to

Sri K.P.Govindasami and his family in Kodumanal village. who accepted me as

part of their family and taught me the Kongu way of life in 1989. They once

again warmly welcomed me when 1 revisited thèm in January. 1995. In Tiruvarur

of the Thanjavur district. IIr. Varadarajan kindly took me around nearby villages

on his motorbike. helping me to interview asricultural workers and to

understand agricultural practices in Thanjavur.

IIr.Kulamohan Kulasegaranpillai and IIr.Narayana lIurthy in 1I0ntreal

corrected my transcription of interviews in Tamil.

am thankful to Dr. Fern Brunger who gave me many good suggestions.

1 am also grateful to IIr.James 1I0ntgomery and Ils. Wendy Dayton who proof­

read the manuscript. and ~. Hélène Tousisnant and IIm
• Nicole Gladu who

translated the English abstract into French. 1 thank them ail .



•

•

Chapter 1

Introduction

ln India. the extent to which women ~ork in agriculture differs from one

region to another. depcnding on the typ~ ~f agriculture (broadly defined by the

major grains of wheat. rice. and mi lieU. the gender division of labour in each

region. and the social classes. In this thesis. 1 will discuss how these

factors condition the on-farm employmlnt opportunities for women. Yy focus is

Tamil Nadu. the southeastern state in India. where two types of agriculture.

'l'et rice and dry mi Ilet patterns. are found.

1 have chosen the Thanjavur (eastern coast of Tamil Nadu) and Kongu

(western uplands of Tamil Nadu) regions for case studies of the rice and millet

patterns. respectively. wi Il compare the regional social and agro-economic

structures. focusing on the way wOOlen participate in agricul tural work. Yy

data come from the literature -- ethnographies. agro-economic studies. and

censuses of Tamil Nadu -- and from my interviews conducted from late in

December 1994 to early January 1995. when 1 visited India on the occasion of

the Eighth International Conference-Seminar of Tamil Studies held in Thanjavur.

Tami 1 Nadu. At that lime. 1 interviewed agricul tural workers in a few vi liages

near Tiruvarur (in Thanjavur) and in Koriumanal village (in Kongu) on the gender

division of labour and agricultural practices.

Yy first visit to Kodumanal village goes back to 1989. when 1 stayed with

a hospitable Gounder family for two months (from the end of Yarch to the

beginnlng of April. and again from the end of Yay to the middle of July).

after whlch 1 'l'rote my B.A. thesis on Gounder's Iife-cycle ceremonies. At that

tlme in the village. Tamil archaeologlsts and a Japanese archaeologlst were

excavating anclent megallths. datlng back as far as 300 B.C. to 100 A.D. The

excavation 'l'as urgent: the site 'l'as saon to be submerged under water because

1
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of nl~arby Jam constructicn. lIy observat ions durinl: that peril>d. tOl:clher 'Il th

the three-day interviews in 1995. make up of my account of al:ricu::ural work in

KcJumanal.

Visitini: 'let Thanjavur and dry Kon!':U. on" immeùiat('ly se('s the vivid

contrast of landscapes. Thanjavur is very fiat and the scenery is completely

green -- an endless sea of paddy fields, Lotus flowers bloom on s.a 11 ponds

created here and there by the Northeast monsoon. In Kodumanal. a villai:e in

Kongu. thorny shrubs stand on the dry. reddish. sandy land. Acouple of

distinct hi Ils -- the Shiv1nmalai in t.hc south and the Chennimalai ln the east

-- are visible. Yet the landscape is not completely dry: there are tall

palmyra palms. Veppamalam (Neem tree). Black Babul. Linden. and brii:ht pink

flowers of bougainvillea. On the tôttams.' or i:arden lands. crops such as

tobacco and cot ton are raised. In [he case study chapters. 1 'Ii II examine how

women of these two distinct regions work di fferent Iy and what iactors create

that difference.

Chapter 2 reviews the 1iterature on women' s roll' in lndian ai:riclliture.

focus on the correlations between women's participation in ai:ricllltllre and

their status. which is measured by the female farm labour participation rate

(FLP) and the juvenile sex ratio (JSR). In an lndia-wide comparison. a

correlation has been noted between the FLP (an indicator of the dei:ree of

women' s contribution to agricultural work) and the JSR (a variable which sho.s

if there is any discriminatory treatment of chi ldren by gender), ln north

India. in the wheat regions. FLPs are 10'1. Unnaturally high JSRs sUi:i:est

neglect or mistreatment of felll2.le chi Idren in the north. In south Indla. in the

rice regions. FLPs are high and JSRs are 10•••hich implies that .omen's greater

emp\oyment opportunities MaY be positively affecting the treatment of girls.

Ho.ever. \ show that these t.o variables do not directly correlate .ith each

other in the comparison of agro-economic regions .ithin Tamil Nadu. In the

2



ln Chapter 3. i will ciscuss the physlcal conditions. cropping patterns.• ,ubseQuer.l chapters . examine women s raie in the two contrastin~ regions.

•

and labour demand which underl ie the wet and dry cul tivation in Tami 1 Sadu. The

details of such factors arc significant for an understanding of the differences

:n wamen' S cn-farm employment opportunities between the two patterns.

Chapter 4 focuses on ~he Thanjavur district. an intensive wet-paddy

district of Tamil Nadu. in order to verify the characterislics of the social

structure and agricultural prac(ices -- the framework that conditiens women' s

participation in ::gricul tural work.

Chapter 5 analyses the nature of dry cultivation in Kongu, how so-called

~arden cultivation on the well-irri~ated lands developed. 3nd how it created

on-farm work opportunities for women.

Throughout these chapters, 1 wi II discuss how agricul tural tasks are

differently assigned. even in areas where the same main-cereal crop is

cu1li va ted.

Chapter 6 argues that the correlation found in the macro-Ievel analysis

is not applicable to my micro-level comparison: in Tamil Nadu. we cannot

establish a neat correlation between FLP. JSR. chief-grain areas. and status of

women. FLP varies within a same chief-grain area. either millet or rice. The

way women work differs according to their social class. The Interpretation of

statistical data about wamen' s life reQuires understanding of the socio­

economic milieux in which they live.

Note 1 For transliteration of Tamil terms. eSllecial\y geOgrallhic naœes. 1
will use the conventional forms throughout this thesis. and will not
necessarily follow the transliteration system defined by the Tamil Lexicon.
ln citations. the sile11ings of Tamil words remain as the same as the authors'
original transliterations.

3



Il

---...... ......----------_...---
r~-::.::)·-1­
~ ........... ---

TIA.I'l'1:\ r-..'",du

B"tt'r Iq~4-: 2C)



•

•

Chapter 2

Ibmen agricultural workers in India

Women' s roles in a~riculture in developing countries have been

underestimated unti 1 recently. In previous agrarian studies. women were

confined to the domestic sphere as housewives and mothers. 'who might

occasionally 'help' with agriculture' <Cloud. 1994:126). This type of view has

~enerated national agricultural development policics that targeted only male

farmers and reinforced the fcmale role as nothing but family nurturer. With the

advent of a more gender-sensitive approach. women's work and their decision­

maki~ within agriculture are now seen as much more significant and diverse

than was once the case. Yet current Methodologies of data collection on the

subject still run into ~ny problems when trying to assess more accurately

female participation in the agricultural economy. Major difficulties of

mcasuremcnt stem from the complex nature of women's tasks in agriculture and in

the household economy. As seen in previous census-takings. underenumeration of

their contribution occurs when a male head of the household is regarded as the

sole worker. This prevents us from understanding properly the dynamics of the

household economy. ln fact.women actively make decisions concerning

agricultural work and its management. as weil as fertility. nutrition and

education of hLJsehold members <Cloud 1994: Caldwell et al. 1988). In this

Ilght. women can be seen not as dependents. but rather as 'co-managers' of the

household economy <Cloud 1994:143).

Decision aaking processes and g,nder roles vary from onc agricultural

~ystem to another. What factors shape gendcr patterns of work and

responsibility? ln this thesis. 1 will examine womcn's fana work in two

differcnt agro-econo-Ic rcgions in Tamil Nadu. southeastcrn India. One is

Thanjavur. a wct-ricc producing arca: the other is Kongu. whcre dry millct was

4
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formerly the major erop. 1 will also eonsldcr If therc Is a correlation bl'twccn

women's farm labour participation and the treatmcnt of women and fcmalc

ehildren by comparing districts of Tamil ~adu.

Female Farm Labour Participation (FLP) and the Juveni le Sex Ratio (JSR)

In the case of India, reglonal differences in participation in

agriculture by gender have been generally presented ln the dlehotoDOus

framework of Sorth (where wheat is the main crop) \'crsus South (where riec Is

the main erop) --for example. by Barbara Uiller (1981). and Dyson and Moore

(1983). These authors have argued that the gender division of labour and

degree of women' s participation in agriculture differ between these two

cropping systems. northern and southern.

ln the agrarian population. the ratio of females who work in the fields Is

low in the wheat areas and high in the rice areas. This is because wheat

cultivation in the northern and northwestern regions of Indla does not rCQuire

much women' s labour but is carried out mostly by men using the plough. In wct

rice cul tivation in the south. in contrast. women' s iabour contribution is

considered high because women engage in major tasks such as transplantlng riec.

weeding fields. and harvesting (which is donc with men). It is assumed that the

more the rural population relies on agricul turc for i ts 1ivel ihood. the more

precisely FLP can be predicted by the type of crop (wheat or riee). In thesc

ana1ysis. only the rural population (defined as inhabitants of villages with

less than 5.000 people. according to the 1961 and 1981 censuses) is analyzed. 1

The difference in the degree of female farm labour participation seems to

affect women's economic value. and ultimately their chances for survival. The

maltreatment of female children is said to be reflected in the unnaturally

high masculine sex ratio in northern India. This means that the chances for

survival of ~ellllie children is much less than that of mie chi Idren. For

5
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eXailple. the juvenile sex ratio (the nUllber of male children per 100 female

chi Idren under ten years old) in some parts of northwestem India. rûnges from

III to ll9 I13le children per 100 female children. showing a strong son

preference. The juvenile sex ratio. not the sex ratio of the entire

population. is used in arder ta reduce the effects of labour migration.

especially of male adults (Miller 1(81). Miller. and Dyson and Moore hold that

higher sex ratios (adverse to female children) are found in north Indian wheat

regions (such as Punjab. Rajasthan. and Uttar Pradesh) and more balanced ratios

in south Indian rice regions (Tamil Nadu. Kerala. Andhra Pradesh. and part of

Ka ma takal.

In addition to agriculture. they also suggest that cultural practices

(especially marriage custo.s and inheritance rules) work against women in the

wheat regions of northem and northwestern India. Specifically: marriage

between non-kin (within the same caste but between strangers); patrilocal

residence (couples live with the husband' s family); village exogamy (a woman

must marry someone outside her village. usually a st ranger) ; great distance

between natal and marital villages; few opportunities for a woman ta visit her

natal family; the custcm of a woman giving birth to her first child (a time

when she needs the most care and support) at the husband's home. not at her

parents' home: th~ strong and continuai pressure from the husband's family to

have a son; hypergamous marriage (where the bridegroom's family is considered

to be of higher social status than the bride's family); the need for a large

dowry to arrange such a marriage (which is her family' s economic burden and

froc which she derives little individual benefit since it becomes mainly her

husband's and his family's property); and no rights to land inheritance for

wa.en.

ln Sllll. in north-west India. these cultural and agricultural practices

have rendered female children unwanted. neglected and endangered. Parents'

6
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unhappiness over having a daughter instead of a son affects the daughter ln a

subtle way. even if it 1s not that they do not love thelr daughter. Much IOre

love. care. and food are overtly and covertly allocated to a son and less to a

daughter. to the degree that may threat~n the daughter' s health and life

(Miller 1981: Dyson and Moore 1983).

Miller' sor Dyson and Moore' s approach has several proble.s. Flrst. it

relates patterns of agriculture and culture too broadly and too closely.

idp.ntifying the north Indian pattern of cultural practlces wlth the wheat

areas. and the south Indian cultural practices with the rlce areas. This

identification is too loose. Miller (1981) tested the connectlon between

culturai and agricultural factors. However. the actual bcographlcal boundarles

of cultural patlerns according to various categories such as marriage customs.

rules of property Inheritance. languages. etc.• do not neatly overlap wlth one

another. nor with the boundaries of different agricultural systems. Northern

and southern cultural systems have been discussed mostly in tenDS of marriage

customs and kinship systems on a linguistic basis. The boundary between

lndo-Aryan languages and Dravidian languages commonly used to distinguish ~orth

and South. does not apparently correspond to the boundaries of crop areas.

Neither is it the same as the Vindhya-Narmada line. which Miller and Dyson and

Moore used to divide the subcontinent into North and South (see map 2.1.).

Moreover. the areas of highly masculine JSRs are not as extensive as the

northern cultural area in tenas of the Indo-Aryan languages (map 2.2.).

Second. the model offered by Miller (1981) and Dyson and Moore (1984)

oversimplifies India' s regional patterns of agriculture. As Maclachlan (1993)

has argued. Indla's regions. (except forests. lOuntains and deserts). can be

grouped into three main grain areas. not two: wheat in the northwestern plains;

rice in the eastern Indian and coastal zones of the south: and .Illet ln the

north central to south central inIands. In addition to these three basic grain

7
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areas. there are three transitional ones: 'a wcstern transltional zonc'

(millct and wheat); 'an eastcrn transltional zonc' (whcat and rlcc); and 'a

southern transitional zone" (millet and rice) (liaclachlan 1993:19). Thc

northern and southern zones identified by lIiller (1981) and Oyson and lloore

(1983) contained these various cropping systems in each zone (liaclachian

1993:20). An analysis of lndia-wide patterns of female farm work participation.

then. needs to look at these agricultural iegions more preclsely.

Third. aIl these analyses. focusing on agricultural syste.s based on the

main grains. overlook the possibility of varlous patterns of gendcr

respansibility under the same crop. The cultivation of the SaDe crop docs not

ensure the saœc pattern of sexual division of labour. For r;ce cultivation.

labour is organized Quite diffcrently from one country to another. Comparing

lndia. Japan. and the United States. Cloud (1994) explains:

In both India and Japan. fa~s are small. but while lndian farms
depend on the ox-drawn plow. and only the poorer women work in the
fields. in Japan production is .Ione predominantly by the wOllen of the
household w!th small, mechanizcd cQuipllent. In the United States. rice
production is done by men on large. highly mechanizcd farlls (Cloud
1994: 130).

Within India itself. rice is grown differently between states.

Riziculture in some eastern districts of lIadhya Pradesh and interior Orissa.

for example. employs the broadcasting method. while in Tamil Nadu and in

Kerala. the transplanting technique is uscd. IIi 11er 0980 explains that. in

West Bengal. seeds are sown by broadcasting and that reQuires !css female

labour than the transplanting methods. She also cxplains that for half the rlce

cultivatlon ln West Bengal. transplantlng is employcd. and it is a .ale task

<89-90), 2 However. 1t ls not only between statcs in India that the gender

division of labour for rice cultivation is organized divcrsely. SaradalOni

8
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(1991) found that. even wlthln the state of Tamil Nadu. there was considerable

variation ln the sexual division of labour between regions and villages.

IndicatlO8 that It should not be treated as a single pattern on a reglonal

bas Is.

These analytical problems considered. lIiller' s (981) findlO8 is still

important: the hlgher FLP rate and more balanced JSR in south Indla. coapared

to the lower FLP and acre masculine JSR ln north India. mlght indicate the

bctter social position of south Indian wOlen. How can we. then. better explain

these correlations between agro-economy, the FLP rate. and the JSR?

The factors that might influence a region' s fertility behaviour. such as

preference for havlng more sons and less daughters. are really complex. It is

not possible to test ail factors at the same time. Amore viable approach Is

to probe economic. cultural. or agricultural influences separate'y. For

example, Basu (1993) tested cultural influences on demographic behaviour of

city dwellers in Delhi. He studied two groups of migrants. one from Tamil Nadu

(south India), and another from Uttar Pradesh (north India). Bath migrant

groups were of slmilar social status (Iow-wage workers). each forming its own

COlDllun i ty. 1ivlO8 in a cl us ter in a simi lar area under simi lar soc io-economic

conditions. Basu found fewer children per family and a more balanced sex ratio

among the Tamils. and concluded that cultural factors significantly affect

thelr fertliity declslon making. Needless to say. FLP in agriculture dld not

have any direct effect on these results.

On the other hand. lIaclachlan's (1993) approach was to verify

agro-economlc influences on women's status. leaving cultural factors aslde.

Ca.parlng districts. he tested correlations bet_een agricultural and

deaographlc data such as FLP rate. JSR. and dependency ratio. He clarified the

follo_I08 patterns according ta the chief grain areas (16-19):

1) The wheat pattern (the northwest plains): FLP is la_ and JSR Is

9
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masculine (more boys per girls). due to unfavourable conditions for feaale fanl

cBPloyeent and high dcmande for male family labour. Thle labour pattcrn cc.ee

from the reglon's fertile solls and rel lance on wheat. 'whlch are Indlcators

of Intensive ploughing and harrowlng and strong desand for adull male labour'

(lbid.17). The reason for reliance on male famlly labour rather than

agricultural labourers 15 because most farmers ln thls reglon arc

owner-cultivators.

2) The millet pattern (central highlands frDB Uaharashtra through Andhra

Pradesh and Karnataka): FLP is hlgh and JSR is balanced. at 100 or sllghtly

above 100. Hlgh FLP ls attributed to poor soils. which reQuire Intensive

weeding and therefore increased FLP. since women are often needed for weedlng.

The JSR is balanced because high FLP 'reduces bias against girls' but 'does

not induce bias against boys' as sons are 'still valuable workers' (lbld.18).

3) The rice pattern (eastern and southern coastal India): JSR is

balanced but FLP varies. because: a) The task composition of rice cultlvation

is favourable for female labour. but the high population density characteristic

of the rice regions tends to depress FLP because work is first assigned to

men; b) ln some areas. off-farm work availability for men increascs the FLP

rate; and c) Heavy reliance on wage labour due to high concentration of land

wealth. For landholders. family labour is not important because of the abundant

supply of cheap hired labour. and too aany sons is a problem as il parcels oul l

helr lands through inherltance. Therefore they have no strong preference

for sons.

Focusing on agricultural patterns. Maclachlan's correlation bel.een FLP

and JSR is more statistlcally sophisticated than lhe prevlous ones by Miller.

and Dyson and Moore. Maclachlan' 5 account. however. is not sufficlenl ln

several points: 1) If the FL? is depressed by population densllY of rice

reglons .hlch is hlgher than in wheat or millet regions. does he find the
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co-variation within thc rice rcgions: lowcr FLPs in more populated reglons and

highcr FLPs in rcgions of lowcr population density? 2) While It Is true that

off-fana work availabllity for DCn Influences FLP. why Is thls factor only

considcred for thc rice pattern. and not relevant to the other two patterns?

3) He explained the inconvenience of having too many sons a.ang landholding

households ln rice areas. Ihat about sons among the familles of agricultural

labourer that are nUilerous in the rice areas? How IlDJ)Ortant is I113le labour

for them?

To verify factors which mlght influence FLP and the implications of FLP on

wamen' s status, we need to reflne our analysis by comparing other aspects of

these agricultural systems: differences in social class among women and

variations of FLP rate under the same crop system.

Agriculture. FLP and JSR in Tamil Nadu

ln Tamil Nadu. paddy is cultivated in the wet areas. contrasted wlth the

dry areas where little paddy can be raised and coarser grains are usually

grown. For the purpose of inter-district analysis withln Tamil Nadu. 1 define

wet and dry districts as follows: 1) a wet district is one where the percentage

of the area under paddy to the total area sown exceeds thirty percent; 2) a dry

district Is one where the percentage of the area under paddy cultivation Is

legs than fifteen percent of the total area sown and various millets <Cholam.

Cwabu. Ragl. etc.) cover more than twenty percent'; and 3) a lIixed district Is

one where. bath paddy and .!1let are cul tivated to a slmilar extent. In

addition to these definitions. average rainfall of a wet region generally

exceeds 1.000 mm per year and/or irrigation covers over 40% of the total

cropped area.•

Two pr001ems arise in the definitlon of wet and dry districts. As in the

all-Indla Inter-state analysls. there is not a pure .et region or a pure dry
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reglon at the level cf Inter-district analysls. Each district contalns wet •

dry, and .Ixed areas to so.e extent. This is also true at the village level.

and even at the household level. Therefore. the operative defini tion is used

to exa-ine cach district' s overall orientation to one pattern of cultlvatlon or

another. Another proble. derlves fra. the creation of a few new districts.

Between the years 1961 and 1981. sa.e districts were created by spllttlng one

district or ca.bining parts of two districts together. While the halved pairs

of Sale. and Dhar.apurl (from the for.er Sale. district) and Col.batore and

Perlyar (fra. Coimbatore) are less problellatic. the newly creater Pudukottai

district fra. the western dry area of Thanjore and southeastern Thiruchy

obscures a chronological co~arison of JSR and FLP.

Coaparison of JSR

1 calculated each district' s JSR of children under ten years of age as

weil as of those under fi fteen years. and then 1ts FLP. from the census in the

years 1961 and 1981 (see tables 2.1. to 2.4.).' In the 1961 and 1981 censuses.

feaale cultivators and female agricultural iabourers are enumerated under

separate categories. The same definitions of cultivators and agricultural

labourers were ecployed ln 1961 and 1981. Cultivators include both landowners

and tenants. who engage in cultlvation or suPervision of cultivation as either

'employer'. 'single worker' or 'Cami Iy worker'. An agricul tural labourer was

deflned as a person who works on somebody else's land for wages in cash or in

kind. who does not supervise nor direct cultivation. and does not have any

rlght to lease the land. nor take any risk of cul tivatlon 01161 Census pt. lIB

(I) :9-12; 1981 Census pt. XmA:I-2L

Although the deflnltlons were the saae. they were counted differently. In

1961. the major classification was between workers and non-workers. Aworker

was deflned as a person who worked for 'IIOre than an hour per day throughout

the greater part of the worklng season'. The rest were considered as

12



• Table 2.1. Juvenile Sex RatIo (# of males per 100 fecales). Ta.il Nadu

1961 1981
0-9 yrs 0-14 yrs 0-9 yrs 0-14 yrs

N' JSR NZ JSR If JSR N' JSR
T.N.state 6.549 100.2 9.257 101. 3 7.621 103.1 Il. 509 103.3
(Yadras state 1961)
rlce districts
Chenga1upa t tu 437 98.4 645 100.8 542 101.5 809 102.2
Thanjavur 669 99.5 941 101. 0 707 101.3 1. 070 102.6
Pudukkottal 251 100.0 376 102.8
S.Arcot 719 99.8 996 100.7 902 103.0 1. 326 103.2
Kann1yakuaa r1 131 103.8 243 103.0 273 100.6 417 102.2
Tirunelveli 484 101. 6 699 101.1 557 104.4 843 103.4
Ra.anathapuram 482 100.1 679 101.1 598 104.1 880 103.2
mlxed dlstrict~

N. Arcot 713 99.2 982 100.9 869 100.1 1.275 101. 1
Ti ruch ilappa 11 620 99. 7 888 100.7 739 103.4 1. 0-16 103.4
Yadurai 583 100.4 820 102.0 689 104.0 1. 0-11 103.8
dry crop districts_
Sale. 880 100.8 1. 239 101. 9 502 111.7 789 109.7
Dharupuri -183 103.1 713 103.0
CoI.batore 615 102.2 910 101. 9 287 102.2 -160 102.5
Perlyar 299 105.2 -173 103.6

Source: Census of Indla 1961; Census of India 1981.
* N1-N4: the total population of each category (unit: thousand)

Table 2.2. 1961 FLP (of working age 15-59 yrs). Tamil Nadu

ILP FLP FCL FAL FAL/FLf- YlP: # of llale
T.N.state 66.9 43.6 27.3 16.3 37.-1 cultivators &
rlce-dlstricts agrl. labourers
Chenga lupa ttu 62.1 35.0 14.9 20.2 57. 7 as %of total
Thanjavur 70.4 38.2 15.6 22.6 59. 1 male population
Pudukkottai
S.Arcot 78.2 45.2 22.8 17.4 49.6 FlP: # of feaale
Kann1yakuaar1 32.9 4.8 1.9 2.9 60.4 cultlvators &
Ti rune1VE:li 57.3 38.6 23.3 15.3 39.6 agrl. labourers
Rallanathapuraa 72.1 55.4 41. 5 13.8 24.9 as %of total
mixed di stricts feaale population
N.Arcot 71.8 51. 0 33.6 17A 34.1
Ti ruchliappa Il 74.0 53.9 38.9 15.0 27.8 FCl: # of feaale
Yadural 68.3 44.1 26.2 18.0 40.8 cultlvators as %
dry:crop districts of total feaale
Sale. 70.5 38.6 40.3 11. 3 21. 9 populat Ion
Dharupurl
CoI.batore 54.6 32.3 20.0 12.3 38.1 FAl: # of feaale
Perlyar agrl. labourers as

%of total feaale
popu1atIon

• Source: Census of Indla 1961
FAl/FlP; • of Al/
• of AL+ CL



• Tab: .. 2.3. 1981 FLP (of working age 15-59 yrs), Tami 1 Nadu

~P FLP FCL FAL FAL/FLP IIlP: li of 1131e
T.N.state 66.0 36.4 11.2 25.2 69.2 cul tlvators &
rlce=dJst}'Jcts agr!. labourers
Chengalupattu 60.3 30.3 6. 1 24.2 79. 9 as %of total
ThanJavur 67.9 28.6 3. 9 24. 7 86.2 Die population
Pudukkot ta 1 71. 5 28.5 15.4 13.1 45.9
S.Arcot 73.1 34.8 9.0 25.8 74. 1 FlP: li of feaale
KaM1yakuaa r i 39.2 3.8 0.3 3.5 91. 4 cul tlvators &
Tlrunelvel i 59.4 35. 7 11.1 24.6 69.0 agrl. labourers
Rall3nathapuraa 66.8 38.8 17.9 20.9 53.9 as %of total
IfIjxed dlstrlcJ~ feaale population
N. Arcot 67.0 36.6 9.8 26.9 73.4
TI ruchliappa Il 70.4 40.5 14.9 25.6 63.1 FCl: ; of fesale
IIadural 69. 7 50.1 14.6 35.6 70.9 cultlvators as %
df~JLdlsJricts_ of total feale
Sale. 64.1 42.3 15.8 26.5 62.7 population
Dharapurl 78.5 36.8 17.5 19.2 52.2
Col.batore 59.1 45. 7 10.4 35.4 79.9 FAl: li of fesale
Perlyar 66.3 43. 7 12.9 30.8 70.6 agr!. labourers as

%of total feale
population

FAl/FlP: li of ALI
Source: Census of India 1981 li of Al+ Cl

Table 2.4. JSR (0-14 yrs). FLP and FAL/FLP. Tami 1 Nadu

r-----

L---
1961 1

JSR
1981 J

JSR FLP FAL/FLP 1 FlP FAL/FLP 1

1

T.N.state 1 43.6 37.4 1 103.3 36.4 69.2
,

1 101. 3
1ricHistricts
1

Chenga1upa ttu 100.8 35.0 57.7 102.2 30.3 79.9 ,
ThanJavur 101. 0 38.2 59.1 102.6 28.6 86.2

1

Pudukkotta1 102.8 28.5 45.9
S.Arcot 100. 7 45.2 49.6 103.2 34.8 74.1
KaM1yakuar 1 103.0 4.8 60.4 102.2 3.8 92.4 1

TI runelve11 101.1 38.6 39.6 103.4 35.7 69.0
Raanathapur311 101.1 55.4 24.9 103.2 38.8 53.9

mlxed districts
N. Arcot 100.9 51. 0 34.1 101.1 36.6 73.4
TI ruch Il appa1i 100.7 53.9 27.8 103.4 40.5 63.1
IIadural 102.0 44.1 40.8 103.8 50.1 70.9

~ry-çrop districts
SaIC8 101. 9 38.6 21. 9 109. 7 42.3 62.7
Dharapurl 103.0 3û.8 52.2
Col.batore 101. 9 32.3 38.1 102.5 45.7 79.9• Perlyar 103.6 43. 7 70.6

Source: Cens:Js of Indla 1961 and 1981
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non-workers. ln 1981. workers were further c1ass lfied into '1I31n workers' and

'marginal workers·. Aperson wh~ worked 183 days or IOre ln the prevlous ycar

was regarded as a main worker. and one who worked less was con$ldered as a

marginal worker. Froll the 1981 census. 1 obtained detalled data only for 1131n

workers. In my cOlDParison. the FtP rate is the total nllllber of fell3le far.crs

from both categories (cultivators and agricultural labourers) at worklng age

from 14 to 59 divided by the total population of wOien at working age. 14-59.

There are two possible resul ts of this cOIDParison. cl ther. 1) a c1ear

pattern for each agro-economic system exists. and therefore the a~ricultural

framework of wet or dry cultivation influences FtP and JSR to sOlle degree; or

2) within the same cultural framework (Tamil). no clear patterns ln the

association bet_een FtP and JSR can be found. and conseQuently. the

agricultural system alone cannot predict the FtP rate and/or the JSR.

The result of the comparisons is interesting. First. one alght notice from

the 1961 data that in ail districts. the JSR is weil balanced. showing no slgns

of gender discrimination of the type that affects mortality (Table 2.1. ,. The

rural JSR calculated from the 1961 census of Tamil Nadu ranges from 100.7 to

102.6 for the ages between 0 to 14 years old. These figures arc slightly

masculine in half the districts for the 0-9 ,ear range. while the JSR _as

balanced or slightly feminine in the other districts. Second. the variations of

the JSR bet_een the districts _ithin Tamil Nadu state are not great. The 1961

census can be asswaed to reflect the regional agricultural practices before the

onset of recent technological changes promoted by electrification and adoption

of hybrid seeds. Asimllar juvenile sex ratio bet_een districts suggcsts that.

_Ithln Tamil Nadu. the differences in agrlcultural systells and FtP _cre not

dlrectly related to JSR.

From 1961 to 1981. the JSR ln ail districts has incrcased sllghtly. with

the state average from 100.2 (1961) to 103.1 (1981) for age 0 to 9. or from
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lOI. 3 0981> to 103.3 (1981> for ages 0 to 14. In 1981. the district average

of JSR bet.een 0 to 14 years old range froa 101.1 (Sorth Arcot district) to

103.8 (Madurai district). Only the Salem district recorded a relatively high

ascullne ratio of 109.7.

Ta.ll Sadu' s hlgher sex ratio ln 1981. cc.pared to 1961. aight indicate

elther that girls' survival chances versus boys' sc.eho. declined. or that

boys' chances Improved. The JSR augmented across the districts to a different

degree and in one case even declined. This change does not seem to be reiated

to the :ontrast bet.een dry and .et cultivation. The 1981 data BaY reflect the

effects of the changes in agriculture since the 1960s. Ho.ever. dry and .et

cultivation are still Quite differently organlzed (see Chapter 3). Fros the

cŒlParison bet.een the 1961 and 1981 censuses. there is no ciear pattern .hich

.ould link greater aasculinization of the sex ratio to dry or .et regions.

While the t.o most masculine sex ratios are both found in dry areas (Salem and

Madurai districts). some .et districts have a slightly more masculine ratio

than seme dry ones (compare South Arcot .ith Dharmapuri and Coimbatore. for

eXaJl1lle).

More iaportantly. inter-district variations of JSR .ithin Tamil Sadu are

relativeiy trivial. compared to inter-state variations in India. In 198•• the

state average JSRs under ten years oid in north India record 114 in Hariyana.

113 in both Uttar Pradesh and Punjab. in contrast to 102 in Tamil Nadu (Dyson

and Moore 1983:8).' 'Ithin Tamil Nadu. Salem district alone has a high ratio

of 109.7 (111.7 for 0-9 years old). 1 have not found out .hy.

Though better balanced than in North India. the juvenile sex ratio in

Ta.il Nadu sho.s increased masculinity. Ho. can this be explained? Soœe have

suggested that co~lex soclo-cultural changes have occurred in South India to

the disadvantage of feale chiidren. One exampIe often cited is the recent

shift in aarriage paYlCnts to do.ry. even in Kerala. Caldwell et a/'s (1988)
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emplrical research on the causes of delOgraphlc change ln a dry area of

Karnataka (ln south Indla) points out the lncreaslng costs of ralslng chlldren.

both sons and daughters, due to schoollng and the prolonged perlod of

childhood: but they mention rising costs of daU(:hters in partlcular as do.ry

beco.es more prevalent in south India. The authors also found a trend to.ard

greater marrlage distance (removlng brides farLil~r frOll natal kln) and decrease

in marriage to close kin (usually cross-cousins). They round that the par-ent

of do.ry .as not because of Sanskritizatlon (the e.ulation of hlgh caste

customs by lo.er castes) as generally belleved. Rather. 1t results rro.

econo.ic diversification .ithin a peasant caste group. so that parents of a son

try to find a bride from a famlly of a silli lar sociocconomlc status. frOll a

wider range outside of their kln. In non-kln I113rriage. the brldegroom' s fa.lly

can fetch more dowry compared to traditional close-kin marrlage, ln .hlch the

amaunt of do.ry .as minimal. Parents of daughters. on the other hand. try to

marry their daughter to a boy who has an urban occupation. They do so ln order

that their daughter might live .ithout doing agricultural drudgery or ml~ht not

suffer from the precarious conditions of dry cultivation••here crop failure is

freQuent and economically devastating. Caldwell et al. further discovered that

marriage .ith a husband working in town is desired. for it secures connectlon

to urban job market in case agricultural prospects deteriorate. and it also

secures better education and jobs for the children.

It Is uncertaln. at this tille. to .hat extent bride.ealth .as once

predOllinant in south India. as soae argue (e.g.Taabiah 1973). The Iiterature

suggests that amang the aajority of south Indians. I13rriage costs .ere once

shared on .ore eQual tenas bet.een the bride's and bridegrOOll's familles. If

this .as the case. the recent do.ry or groomprice trend .Ight aake ~outherners

less .illing to have daughters.' Still. It Is difficult to lIeasure the l8Pact

of cOllPlex socio-cultural transfol1l3tions in south Indla on parents' treatllCnt
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of fCllale chlldren. After ail. the degree of sascullnizatlon of Juvenile scx

ratio ln south Indla .Ight not yct be 50 signlflcant as to be consldered as a

result of daughter neglect and son preference. The JSRs found ln Tamil Nadu

with average 103 in 1981 are in fact relatlvely balanced ratios.'

It has been suggested that the sllght increase in the Juvenile Sex Ratio

ln Taail Nadu .ight be due to an Improved health care system and declining

infant .ortality. One might expect then survival chances of males. who are

blologically weaker. to be i1lproved.· However. this is not ciearly found ln

the Inter-district comparlson of access to health care system. ln Tamil Nadu.

hlgher sex ratios are found ln a few regions where rural health care facilltles

are relatively poor.

Comparison of FLP

ln the 1961 data. the ratio of fellale cultivators and agricultural

labourers to the total female population at working age (i.e. the FLP rate)

varies from 32 to 55 per cent (Table 2.2). Higher FLPs are found in mixed

districts. The highest ratio is found in the r.amanathapura~ district. which is

a rlce-produclng district without good rainfall and irrigation. and its rice

cultivatlon is therefore not intensive. The FLPs are similar for both rice

districts and dry-crop districts. The FLP of Coimbatore is slightly lower. but

Its IILP (Male fal'll labour participation) is also auch lower. In this district.

plantations and orchards are an important part of its economy. and workers in

thls category are not consldered to be cultlvators or agricultural labourers.

Coimbatore 15 also an industrial centre. and .ore than one Quarter of the main

workers are engaged ln non-agrlcultural industries. The 32.3 %FLP of the

Col.batore district is not low compared to other districts where agriculture Is

the sole Important economlc activlty. but Indlcates a relatively high

percentage of wOIen aaong the agricultural population actually participate in

work ln Coimbatore.
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Second. the nu.ber of fesale agricultural labourers as percentage of

total female fanters Is calculated as FAL/FLP. This shows the slgnlflcance of

or dependency on hlred agrlcultural labourers of each district. It Is noted

that ratios of hired agrlcultural labourers are much hlgher (about 50% and

above) ln three districts of Intensive rice cultlvatlon (Chengalpattu.

ThanJavur. and South Arcot). Female cultlvators are .are Important ln the rest

of the districts. Many wa-en work on thelr fsally lands or leased lands ln

salem. Ramanathapuraa and Tlruchchllappalli districts. Nelther FLPs nor the

ratios of agricultural labourers see. to be correlated to the variations of

JSRs.

The 1981 data show that the FLP is higher ln dry-crop districts. The

ratios of agricultural labourers (FAL/FLP) are the highest ln ThanJavur (86.2

per cent). but the percentage of agricultural labourers is unlfonl!y hlgh

in DOSt of the districts. Yet no correlation seems to emerge between those

figures and the JSRs. If compared to 1961 data. the state average of FLP

decreased from 43.6 %to 36.4 %. while that of FAL/FLP augmented from 37.4 %to

69 %. In 1961, there is not a great variation between districts. but in 1981.

the FLPs are slightly lower in intensive paddy districts.

The differences are great. but not because of the agrlcultural

transformations whlch occurred over the two decades. Apparently. It Is because

different concepts of worker were used in the two censuses. As prevlously

explalned. workers were classifled as either Iain or larginal in 1981.

According to the definition given. a person needs to work at least 183 days in

order to be enu.erated as a Iain worker. 183 days are about half the year. but

If six working days are calculated as one week. this is about 7.6 IOnths per

year. Thus. it is highly possible that lany wOien who actually worked in fields

were excluded fra. the figure. Another proble. is that feaale cultivator was

poorly defined for the census enumeration. Reading the operative directions
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Rlven for the census takers. one finds no exa.ple as to how wOien cultlvators

should be counted. The Judgment ls entlrely up to census enuaerators. (The

deflnltlon of housewlves who should be consldered as non-workers was clear ln

both censuses: 1961 Census pt. nBm :9-12: 1981 Census pt. XillA:I-2l. Perhaps

IOst of the wc.en who were counted as cultlvators were wldows. On the other

hand. the deflnltlon of worker employed ln the 1961 census was so.eone who

worked at least one hour per day 'throughout the greater part of the working

season'. This 15 .uch .cre ambiguous as compared to the 1981 deflnltlon of a

main worker. It Is not clear how long a perlod the working season encompasses.

The Judglent to detenalne If a woman is considered to be a worker or not was

also left to census takers ln the 1961 census. Yet the ambiguity of the worklng

perlod made It possible to count wamen agricultural workers. of the cultivator

category ln partlcular. better than in the 1981 census (though underenuaeration

of worklng wo.en exlsts for the 1961 census as weil). Therefore 1 belleve that

decllne of female fano labour participation is rather artlficial. produced by

the change ln definitlon. and that the decline did not actually occur on such a

scale as implied in the census.

Froa the coaparlsons within Tamil Nadu arises no clear pattern linking

FLP rate with agro-econoalc systems (paddy-oriented. mi 1let-oriented. or paddy

and millet mlxed). Second. no distinct correlation between FLP and JSR eaerges.

Thus. it seems that the two-decade changes in the JSR are not directly related

to the agricultural system. The all-Indla analysls whlch found the lesser

degree of feaale contribution to fara Income ln the northern wheat areas

leadlng to a acre masculine sex ratio does not see. to hold in the state-Ievel

analysls cf Tamil Nadu.

This result coapels us to reconslder the assumption that the FLP rate Is

unifona in the Sale crop system. The conditions which Increase or decrease
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feœale participation in agriculture need to he IOre precisely exa-ined. The

fact that variable degrees of women' s involve.cnt are 'ound in the rice areas

provides a good example of this. Maclachlan' s assUIPtion (1993:19) that the

rice pattern Is an exception because FLP varies is probably not correct. The

case of the rice pattern may instead suggest how varlous factors. ranging fre.

agrona-ic to socio-structural. affect the scope for fe.ale on-fana e8Ploy.cnt

in other cropping systems as weil.

The point that FtP and JSR see. to be unrelated in the comparlson within

Tamil Nadu aiso calls for reflection. It is possible that FLP does Influence

the JSR. but in a more subtle and complex way. The content of FLP needs to be

more focused in order to examine how it might Influence wamen's position ln

the households and the comaunity. Even if the FLP looks statistically similar.

how wamen actuaily work. which women work. and in what way their econ~ic

contribution affects their status. ail differ between and within reg ions. in

some cases. working in the field Is unfavourable for a woman's status. At the

same time. many studies have showed that working woaen have a stronger say in

househoid declsion making in general and in the intra-household allocation of

food in particular (Ialker and Ryan 1990:296; Mencher 1988. 1989?; and Mencher

and Sarad&lOnl 1982).

FurtherlOre. although a strong indicator of different treatment of

chiidren by gender. the JSR does not indicate gender status per se. There is no

single indicator to aeasure .ulti-faceted gender status. A low JSR does not

automaticaiiy assure high status of women. In my opinion. there is a tendency

&lOng social scientists to portray south Indian wamen in too rosy a picture in

contrast to 'endangered' north Indian wamen. it is often forgotten that

patriarchal principles similar ta that of north India are working in south

Indian society. Similar\y. it is not oniy in the south but a\so in the north

that the Sale phi\osophy. which praises wOlen as a powerfu\ source of energy
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(Saktll ln the unlverse. 15 cherlshed a.ong the people.

ln s~ry. the agro-econo.lc structure of rural Indla is worth careful

exaainatlon for discussing fe.ale fa~ labour participation and its influence

on woaen's status as a whole. Agriculture continues to be the .ost i~rtant

econo.lc activlty for the .ajority of people ln rural India. E.ployaent

opportunities and the .obility they would provide are still very li.ited. for

w~en. in partIcular. 1I0re detailed data on w~n' 5 agricultural work and their

econo.ic contribution are needed to allow .ore aeaningful comparisons.

Factors influencing FtP

What factors. then. regulate the gender responsibility for agricultural

work ln a certain way in a certain region? lIencher (1988) and Cloud (1994)

point out several factors which are considered to affect the degree of women's

participation in agricultural work: cropping systeas; agronomie practices and

technological adoption; landholding patterns: .arket orientation of

agricultural production; eaployaent opportunities for men and women in the

rest of the economy; the social relations of production: and the Question of

prestige (Cloud 1994:130-132: lIencher 1988:107). 1 will explain the

iaplications of these factors as follows.

Cropping syst~s: As already dlscussed. gender roles are partly sbaped

by the labour de.ands which are created by the various crops. The choice of

crops to be grown are constrained first of ail by the environaent. including

cliaatlc and topographie features of a region such as rainfall. teaperature.

sunshine. Quality of soil. and also availability of irrigation. Gough (1981)

argued tbat in south India. rice is planted wherever water Is avallable.

because rlce cao produce hlgher ylelds and .ore nutrition than .lllet and

therefore can suPport a larger population (Gough 1981:67). lIeanwhiie••Illet

Is the aaln crop ln dry areas because not enough water Is avallable to ralse
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rlce. Cultlvatlon of rice or .Illet generates Its owr. fo~ of labour de.and•

.hlch Influences the assignment of tasks accordlng to gender.

One thlng needs to be e~haslzed here: it Is not the .aln crop Itself but

the cropplng mlx that creates a given reglon' s deaand for agrlcultural labour.

Seasonal rhythas ln fa~ .ork are formed accordlng to the cropplng pattern.

wlth each crop reQulrlng dlfferent Intensltles of care at dlfferent tl~s. The

cropplng .Ix should also be seen to Include cattle or poultry ralslng.

Market orientation: Ciimate and topographic features have not been the

sole dete~lnants of main crops. Cash crops Increaslngly galned value as

1) transport improved; 2) prlces rose: and 3) .are lands .ere Irrigated. As the

prlce ratio of cotton, tobacco and varlous oilseeds vis-à-vis coarse grains

rose. farmers gre. IIOre cash crops to Increase thelr IncOllC. 1rrlgatlon

facllities necessary for raising these creps have expanded along .Ith the

electriflcation of Indlan villages. which has accelerated slnce the 1970s.

Many electric pump-sets were built and irrigated the fields. In the drought­

prone dry area of southern Karnataka (a millet area), cash crops are now

raised as a means of dlversifylng the agrlcultural econo.y (Epstein 1962:

Caldwell et al. 1988). SI.ilarly, the dry reglon of Kongu has also seen an

increase in cash crops. such as tobacco and cotton (Ramasw~1 1965; Baker 1984).

In Thanjavur. a wet rice area. the cultlvatlon of rlce was Intenslfled.

rlslng to 81.6 %of Thanjavur's gross cultlvated field acreage ln 1951 (Cough

1981:10;71). It see.s that the co.blnatlon of crops ln Thanjavur used to be

IOre diverse than It .as ln the 1950s. and .are lands were covered by forest,

although rlce has always been the mast 18PQrtant crop. The Intensification of

rlce cultlvatlon ln Thanjavur occurred due to several factors: 1) rlce Itself

galned ln IOnetary value slnce the nlneteenth century; 2) Thanjavur' s rlce was

exported. flrst to plantations ln Southeast Aslan countrles under the colonial

regl~. then to rlce-deflclt states wlthln Indla; and 3) as a response to the
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I=:row-.ore-food callpalgn durlng the World WarD (Gough 1981:li-14).

Today the proportion of rlce production ln Thanjavur' s agriculture, whlch

was once allIIOst IIOno-crop oriented. Is gradually decreaslng aga in. In the

al=:rlcultural year 1~87-88. the percentage of area under paddy to the total

sown dropped to 62% (The Govcnrutent of Tamil Nadu 1993). The decrease ln paddy

resulted frOi the Increase ln other cash crops: glngelly [sesame]. groundnut

and sugarcane.

Sole scholars have argued th~t an Increase ln market-orlented crops tends

to deprlve wOlen of fanD work (cf.Boserup 1970). and that the DOre a region' s

agrlcul ture Is subslstence orlented, the IIIOre ,:(;.en partlclpate ln

agrlcultural work. Yet this does not seem to be always the case. On the

contrary, ln Tamil Nadu. some cash crops have actually increased fesale (and

also male) labour deœand. For example, cotton, an i~rtant source of cash

IncOle in the Kongu reglon. Is a labour-intensive crop, and DOstly wOlen pick

and card cotton gins. The example of cotton production indicates that fesale

labour participation Is not neccssarily reduced by an increased market

orlentat!on. Rather, female on-farm employment may be reduced by a combinat ion

of other factors.

levels of technology: Levels of technology also influence the gender

division of labour. Boserup suggested that women partlcipate IIOre in

agrlcultural work in places where simple tools such as hoes are utilized

(1970). later researchers found that 'there is a U shaped curve wi th higher

Involvement of wamen in low and blgh technology systems. and lower involvement

of wOllen ln field crop production dependent on animal traction' (Cloud 1994:

131). However. tbls is not absolute. Saradamoni (1991) extenslvely eXallined

rlce cultlvatlng areas ln Indla. and dlscovered tbat there ls no flxed gender

division of labour, except that ploughlng wlth cattle is always done by men.
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This iKPlies that. even if people employa technology depending on animal

traction for field cultivation. it does not autoaatically Mean a low rate of

female farm work participation. The assuaptlon that low female participation

in the wheat area ln northwestern India Is due to the use of plough Is

mlsleading. Truc. work using animal traction tends to be assigned to men. But

the use of plough is not the only reason. as women' s involveacnt ln

cultivatlon Is high in both the dry and wet areas ln south Indla where the

plough Is also employed. The low female participation in agriculture ln

northwestern Indla could be because wheat does not reQulre as much work

--especially weedlng (Yaclachlan 1993)-- as rice. Other than ploughlng whlch

is carried out by men. relatlvely little other work is needed until harvest.

Perhaps for this reason there is less work avallable for woœen.

Wlth the Introduction of hybrld crops, new implemcnts and chemicals were

also widely adopted. It is often said that the mcchanization and the use of

herbicide might decrease female agrlcultural labour opportunities ln the

current social context of Indian agriculture (Yencher 1988:99). First. If

herbicide displaces hand weeding. it may decrease already limited sources for

inco.e of agricultural labourers, both men and women. There arc several

methods of weeding (hand-weeding, weeding by hoc. or intercultlvation by

plough) , dependlng on the reQuirement of a particular crop and how the crop Is

cultivated (sown mixed or raised as a pure crop). Hand-weeding Is often donc

by wa.en. As women are usually paid Iittle, hand-weeding may cost less than

herbicides. However, the use of herbicide has becoee increasingly popular

among fa raers. Similarly, the introduction of transplanters. winnowers and

threshers will decrease labour demand for hlred workers. Such mechanlzation

may affect Incoees of hlred female labourers in partlcular. as transplanting

and winnowing are female labour intensive tasks.

Mechanization Itself aay not necessarily deprive wOien of e.ployacnt.
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However. ln the Indlan soclal context. operatlng such I13chi:'\es Is 1ilited to

.en. and alternative taeke for women partlcipatlng in weedlng DY be dlfflcult

to flnd.

Landholdins patterns: PopulatIon density. availability of land. and

concentration of land wealth. also affect feœale participatIon in farm work.

With low population density and an abundance of productive land. rights to use

land arc more evenly available to ail members of the society. Women in such

systels have more agricultural responsibilities. and also have rights to land

use. Ihen population density is high and land is scarce. women might be

sQueezed out of the agricultural labour market and deprived of rights to land.

Or. if off-fanl work is available for the len. the women might take over the

agricultural responsibilities on their fa-ily fanls; they also might be hired

out as agricul tural labourers. Aga in. this is not silllllie. If land is

distributed unevenly. where a few people hold large amount of lands while the

majority are landless (which is the case of Thanjavur. a wet-rice area).

whether woaen work in the fields or not depends largely on one' s landholding

situation. WOien of landless households and smallholders work more in the

fields than those of big landhoi1ing households.

ln areas of extrelely uneven concentration of land wealth. it Is the

landless agrlcultural labourers and marginal holders. both men and woaen. who

work in the fields for long hours. In dei taic rice-growing region of Tui!

Nadu whlch developed in earlier days as core reg Ions. population density has

beCOie hlgher. distribution of land is less eQual. and a steep hierarchy of

social classes has developed (Stein 1980; Gough 1981; Bouton 1985; and Ludden

1985[1989]). In wet areas of Talil Nadu. hired labour provides the aajority of

labour Input.

The social relations of production are particularly relevant to the case

of lndla. where caste and class have crucial effects in labour allocation. In
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• the current stratlfled society. tasks and responslblllt les ln fal1llng dlffer

dependlng on one' s class and caste. Gita Sen (1985) found hlRher proportions

of pald .omen labourers ln lndian reRlons ln .hlch landholdlng patterns show

more unequal distribution. This model fits the situation of ThanJavur. where

wo_en' s tasks in rlce cultlvatlons arc carrled out mostly by hlred feaale

agrlcultural labourers. Any analysis of women's farm labour participation ln

lndla Is not sufflcient wlthout asking whlch women. whether those of big/small

landownlng or landless households. are being studied. As Saradamonl (1991)

euphaslzed. women in the agricultural sector are not homoReneous.

Prestige: This Is related to social class structure. In some areas.

•

certain kinds of work. such as ploUShing and transplanting have come to be

associated with the ex-Untouchables. ln order to avold undesirable

reputations. some caste Hlndus try to abstaln from such operations. There Is

also a tendency to withdraw women form agricul tural work in the field.

especlally ln somebody else' s field. when a household has Just attalned an

econo.ic situation which allows it at ail. Papanek (1989?) discusses that a

woman withdrawn is then pressured to use more time in prestige-production work

wlthin the household. that is. to do house-maintenance work ln order that

other faaily members can concentrate more on thelr work and chlldren can get

better educated (87-116).

Uaclachlan (1983. 1993) and others (Ialker and Ryan 1990:139-140)

conslder that the gender division of labour in Indla' s agrlcultural coaaunltles

is a 'cultural amplification of sex differences ln body aass and COlllOsltlon'

(Maclachlan 1993:6). Men do heavy manual tasks and use anlaal traction power.

If there Is any work to do and men available to do It. they do Il. whlch
aeans that deaand for feaale labour tends to be a functlon of the

25



•

•

deflclt between the supp!y of male labour and the prevailing demand
(Mac1achlan 1993:6).

Second. Maclachlan. lalker and Ryan a1so explain that men arc employed flrst as

the full-tille breadwiMers. This may be seen as 'a practice that frees wOllen

for work in the hOlle and one that enhances the productivity and famiiiai pOwer

of Den' (Maclachlan 1993:7). The explanation that the labour division by gender

is a resul t of male strength and of task allocat ion fi rst to lien. is prevalent

in many developllent theories. This say partially describe the situation of

agricultural labour market for men and women in Indla. yet the rationalization

is difficult to suppOrt for the following reasons.

First. a rationale provided by the locals for segregating work by gender.

does not always reflect actual physical demand of each task. In a south Indian

village (Karnataka). Maclachlan (1983) was told that kashta work --difficult

work. or physically demanding work. but a1so denoting a more complicated.

skilied task-- is donc by the men. The villagers also explained that women do

the wOllCn' s work. and lien do the men' s. that is dharma. which is a Hindu

concept of 'duty' emp(oyed widely.

ln another case. Mencher. who has examined intensively South Asian women' s

role in rice cultivation seeking reasons for the differences in task

allocation. noticed:

Wherever a task is done by wOllen it is considered easy. and wherevcr it
is donc by males it is consldered dlfficult (Mencher 1988:104).

ln a village ln the Kongu reg ion. 1 received a slal\ar respOnse. Asked why

certain tasks were only done by lien or woœen. both male and female owner-

cultivators (the Gounders) and the agrlcultural labourers (Harljans. or

fOrllCr1)' known as Untouchables) explained to me: 'If a task is a little bit

perusa [Tai. big). or sOllChow kashtaœ [Skt. dlfflcult). then it is done by the

males' (froa interviews ln January. 1995>'
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However. the fact is that those women also do dlfflcult and or physlcally

demandlng tasks. The threshing of ricc, for cxa.plc:

In much of Kerala. where threshlng Is only done -anuaIly. wo~n do ail
the threshlng. bea~lng the straw for hours on end. In Ta.ll Nadu. wherc
threshlng is often carrled out wlth bullocks walklng ln a clrcle around
a pile of paddy. lt is men' s work. This Is justlfled by the arglœent
that only men have the strength ta control anl-als: It is also true.
however. that driving the bullocks involves less expenditure of ener(Y
than hand threshing. When threshlng was done aanually ln Ta.11 Nadu.
wceen helped the men by bending ta pick up the bundles and handlng the.
ta the lien ta beat against a stone. Interestingly. In Tui 1 Nadu It is
said that wa.en are not strong enough to beat the bundles. but Kerala
WODen manage to do it (Nencher 1988:104. ay eaphasis).

As Nencher (1988) suggests. the women themselves seem to consider that their

work is less difficult. even if the actual task is a difficult one.

Second. the princlple that heavy tasks are allocated first to men. is not

always true. For example. major tasks in rice cultivation such as transplantlng

and hand weeding continue ta be carried out by women despitc abundance of male

labourers. Another example is cotton picking which involves signlficant women's

labour. both that of female owner-cultivators and landless agriculturai

labourers. The agricultural labourcrs in Kongu cxplained ta me that their men

might also pick cotton. but usually the men dld not do it. The aale

agricultural labourers considered it was not worth working because the wage

was too low. Therefore. it is not only the princlple of task allocation first

to men as Naclachlan argued. that defines the sexual division of labour and

degree of fe-ale labour participation in agrlcultural work. 10

Third. this rationallzation that heavier tasks are reserved for .en. aay

weil relnforce already existlng gender ineQualities in wages and in ~ccess to
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resources. The different tasks by scx may not actually form a hierarchy, and

could be simply different and complementary with each other. However, in

south India, people do rank farm operations, from supervisory work to drudgery.

and further by gender between neav ier and/or sk illed' tasks for men and

"Iight" tasks for women. Wage discrimination is very much supported by the

ideological justification of gender segregation, We need. then. to be IDOre

sensitive to these factors when interpreting the locals' rationale of the

1:ender division of labour.

Walker and Ryan (1990) illustrated wage differences between the sexes

across India' s semi-arid regions. The case of one of the villages studied is

worth noting. In a lIaharashtrian vi 11 age (in the Bombay Deccan). wages for

feaale agricultural labourers were raised because of the increased demand for

off-falll employment provided by 'the Employment Guarantee Schelle and other

governmcnt-financed local projects". The state's Employment Guarantee Scheme

pald wOIen the same wages as men. and this fact had a major impûtt on

attalning wage parity in the village (129-131).

~a.rj_s_o_n __of FLP in wet and ckL.cultivation in Tui 1 Na_dJl

Although the FLP rate is high both in wet and dry regi~r.s in Tamil Nadu.

the structure of gender participation in agriculture differs significantly

fra. one region to another. Differences include the kinds of fanl work

available for men and wOlen. the propr,rtion of family and hired labour.

intensity and seasonal fluctuation of labour deaand. and the degree of under­

e~loyment. lt is a salient task to examine the wet and dry cultivation in

Ta.ll Nadu to clarlfy 1) the factors which influence women's participation in

fanl labour: 2) the degree of thelr contribution which is often underestlmated

and uncounted: and 3) how their labour participation contributes to their

overall well-belng ln the current socloecona.lc conditions•
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The goal of the comparison between dry and wet areas ln Tamil Nadu ln the

subsequent chapters. then, is to understand the different fOl1lls of fal1ll work

avallable to women. ana to compare the importance of womcn's contributIon to

agriculture between the dry and wet areas. My goal is also to explore how

these dlfferences arc created. by ca.parlng factors such as ecology and

irrigation. cropping system and agronOllic practiccs. the dIstribution of land

wealth. the division of labour by gender and class. and on- and off-fana

emplo~nt opportunities for both men and women. This Is an attc~t to

understand which courses of life are open to agrarian T. 1 women. and what

choices are avallable in that agrarlan social framework ln tenas of

agricul tural work.

Note

1 1 will draw data from the 1961 and 1981 censuses for the co~arison of
FLPs and JSRs.

2 It is in East Bengal. or today's Bangladesh. that rice is grown more
commonly by broadcasting (Sen 1985).

3 The state average of the area under paddy is 29.1%. the area under
various ail lets is 17%. in the year 1987/88.

4 It should also be noted that each year. the acreage of a partlcular
crop changes slgnificantly. depending on the amount of rain.

5 The 1991 census is not available yet.

6 The JSRs ln other southern states are also low: 97 ln Kerala: 103 in
Andhra Pradesh: and 104 ln Karnataka (Dyson and Moore 1983:8) .
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7 Mencher (1978) explalns that in Chlngleput. familv land often conslsts of
a daughter's share whlch alght be kept as a aarrlage payment. either dowry
or brldewealth (99-103/. Bossen (1988) discusses the recent uses of
Rrooaprlce ln Indla. which aay dl.lnlsh woaen' s Inherltance rlghts
(HO-HI) .

8 One study of sex ratios at blrth from 76 countrles shows a range froc
104 to 107 (Vlsarla 1967b:113. clted ln Miller 1981:40). The sex ratio at
bl rth. however. ls dl fferent froc the JSR. whlch Is the sex rat 10 of
chlldren under ten years.

9 It seeas that the sex ratio is the hlghest at the prenatal stage. lower
at blrth. and further decreases ln later stages. This. however. ls still
not deflnltely proven (Miller 1981:38-48).

10 A factor that needs to be consldered here ls that in the area where thls
village ls located. alterr.atlve sources of cash Incoae as. coolie workers
ln the textile Industry are avallable for the men ln a rapldly expandlng
nearby town. Tlruppur•
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Olapter 3

Dry and .et cu/tivation in south India

Agricultural practices in south India are broadly groupcd Into wct and

dry cultlvation. marked by main crops of paddy (wet) and varlous allicts

(dry). Cholces of crops are constrained first by envlronmental factors such as

water avallabllity (ralnfali pattern and irrigation system>' soil Quallty

(composition. molsture and drainage). sunshlne and temperature. Farmcrs aake

declsions on cropping in a way that may optimize avallable resources. They

select better suited kinds of crops. rotations. methods for rctalnlng soli

moisture and nutrients. which are the strategies to reduce the risk of insect

attack. increase yields. and spread labour demand and use of avallable

lupleaents over the year. Decisions are also made based on thelr perceptions of

risks of price and crop fai lure. and the return per Input. As a result.

distinct patterns of wet and dry cultivation ln south Indla have developed. in

terms of crops grown. necessary operations for them. and the way labour is

organized. In this chapter. 1 will dlscuss Tamil Nadu's envirollllent (c1iaate.

soils. and irrigation). and the characterlstics of dry and wet cultivation.

This will set the context for the case studies in later chapters on reglonal

agro-economlc conditions.

Cliaate: Average annual ralnfall in Tamil Nadu Is 945 lm. About

elghty percent of the annual ralnfall comes frOi two IOnsoons. The southwest

(SI) aonsoon. COllng around the June to September. Is brought by the wlnd frOi

southwest. whlch contalns aolsture evaporated frOi the Arablan Sea. The wlnd

crashes agalnst the ranges called the Western Ghats. and raln falls heavlly ln

its western side. Thus the lestern Ghats separates south Indla Into the western

narrow tracts of huaid troplcs (Kerala) and the eastern side of se.l-arld

tropics (Tamil Nadu). The western portion of Tamil Nadu. located Just east of
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the Western Ghats. benefits froc a moderate precipitation of the SI monsoon. By

th,· tille the air reaches the eastern coast of Tamil Nadu. however. It dries up

and brlngs iiltle rain. In turn. the northeast (NE) monsoon brings rain from

the Indian Ocean to eastern coastal regions around October to December. The

tanks [open-air reservoir] and rivers in the eastern regions in Tamil Nadu are

IOstly filled by the NE DOnsoon. During December and February the temperature

drops. then il gradually rises again up to the highest in Apri 1 to May. 1t

beca.es wlndy ln June. The northeastern coastal districts (Chengalpattu. South

Arcot. and Thanjavur) and the southern tip of Indian subcontlnent

(Kanniyakumarl) recelve DOre raln (over 1.150 lm! year) than other districts

(except NIIglrl. a hilly district located at the I.Ghats. recelving 1.921 mm of

raln per year). Deltalc regions of Tamil Nadu are located ln the zone of better

ralnfall. In thls area. irrigation systems are also more developed.

Irrigation: ln Tamil Nadu. there are only two perennlal rlvers. the

Kaverl and the Ta-braparnl. Orlglnatlng ln the lestern Ghats. the Kaveri river

flows along mild slope eastwards from Mysore. Salem. Tiruchchirappalli through

eastern coast of Thanjavur where it forms the famous Kaveri delta. The

Taabraparnl river ln Tlrunelvell. a southern reglon of Taall Nadu. flows

sl.llarlyeastwards Into the Indian Ocean. Along these rivers. numerous canals.

and river divergent systeBs with permanent stone dams called anicut. were

developed as early as the flrst century A.D. These canals and dams were

gradually bullt and IBProved over a long perlod of time (Ludden 1979). Other

Irrigation facllities fou~d ln south Indla are tanks and wells. A tank Is an

open-air reservolr bullt of earth or stones. often Ilnked together wlth other

tanks. later Is usually supplled by raln. and drawn to fields through canals

froc a tank. Also ralnfed. wells are IBPOrtant ln the areas where river

Irrigation Is poer. lell Irrigation flrst rapldly Increased ln the nlneteenth

century. This was related to the growth of ca.lerclal crop cultlvatlon such as
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cotton and tobacco (Ludden 1979:353). Amore recent Increase in .ell

construction is duc to electrification and the spread of electrified puap-sets.

The Increased weli-irrigation promoted cultivation of garden crops. such as

co t ton. tobacco. 0 il seeds. and to a 1esse r exten t. ri cc.

Since the nineteenth century. large and lDedlUll 1rrigation faclli tics .ere

repaired and ne.ly constructed. first by the British and then by the Indlan

govenrutent. One example is the Mettur dalD.•hich .as built in Salem (the upper

Kaveri) in the 1930s to regulate the flo. of the Kaveri river. ConseQuently the

rice transplanting in Thanjavur is subject to the amount and the date of the

discharge of .ater froID the dam. During the dry period froID carly March to late

June••ater is conserved at the Mettur reservolr and the Kaveri river drles up

in Thanjavur (M.Srinivasan 1978:6-12; Gough 1981:5).

Sources of irrigation (canals. tanks••ells. and others) and the

percentage of area covered by irrigation. vary froID district to district. ln

the agricultural year 1970-71. Thanjavur district had the highest percentage of

net irrigated acres to net acres SOin (83 %), of .hich about 90 %.as irrigated

by canals. The second most irrigated district .as Chingleput (74 %), and about

80 %of irrigation .as by .eans of tanks. In the South Arcot and North Arcot

districts irrigated about 50% of the net area SOin. tanks and .ells had siailar

importance (aiso canals in South Arcot). In other districts. approxlaately 30 %

of the total area SOin .as irrigated .ith various irrigation sources (Ludden

1979:348. originally frOID Season and Crop Report. 1970/1. Tamil Nadu Director

of Statistlcs. Madras. 1973). In Taail Nadu. a district .i th bcttcr rainfall

and irrigation syste.s tradltlonally had a greater percentagc of area under

paddy cultlvation (except Raaanathapuraa district: Table 3.1) •
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Table 3.1. Rainfall. Irrigation and rlce cultlvation. Tamil Nadu. 1951

dIstrIcts R·' CI·: CP·:
Thanjavur 1.168 79.8 81. 6
Chengalupattu 1. 286 64.9 65.2 Il R: average rainfall (1IIlII)
S. Arcot 1.189 47.2 35.7 bet.een 1900-1950
N. Arcot 971 42.6 32.4
Ti rune!ve 11 941 38.8 24.1 2) GI: Gross Irrlgated acreage
Madurai 868 43.5 21.9 as %of gross sown acreage
Ti ruch il apa 111 843 33.8 30. 7
Sale. 842 21. 2 11.6 3) GP: Gross paddy acreage as
Rallanathapuraa 819 40.6 47.0 % of gross sown acreage
CoI.batore 711 32.4 5.8

Source: season and Crop Report 1987/1988: Gough (1981 :71)

As noted in the previous chapter. there are various types of soils and

various degrees of Irrigation ln both .et and dry areas. In the .et reglons.

the productlvity of rlce. sources of Irrigation. crop rotation (single. double.

or trlple-cropped paddies. or single paddy rotated .ith other crops). and crops

grown in other than paddy fields. differ according to each area' s physical

conditions. Location (accessibility) of the market for a particular product

also aatters ln farmers' choice of crops. This is the same for the dry regions.

Before golng into case studles. it is useful to revie. characterlst ics of

the .et and dry cultlvatlons (In Tamil Nadu). such as ecological conditions.

fara cycles. agronOlY. and lapllcations for the .ay labour is organized.

1. •et eultivation

Ihenever .ater is available and IIOre dependable. farmers in south Indla

tend to plant rlce. Desplte the fact that nutrlent value of millet is also
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• high. rice is the IIOSt important staple diet in east and south Indla. Rlce has

hlgher cultural and monetary values compared to millet. which is consuaed

mostly by the rural poor. For the locals. rice tas tes better than aillet.

It has been said that rice can support more population per acre than dry

crops. Ahigher population density in the wet rice cultivation areas 15 noted

by numerous authors (e.g. Gough 1981. Mencher 1988). In the rlce reglons. the

rural population per square kilometer ranges from 1.013 ln the Alleppey

District (Kerala) to 203 in Tirunelveli (Tamil Nadu). cOllpared wlth an

India-wide average of 148 in 1971 (Mencher 1988:101). In the followlng tables.

'the gross paddy acreage as percent of gross sown acreage' and 'the rural

population density' in 1951 are compared for (J) the districts of Tamil Nadu.

and (2) the taluks (administrative subdistricts) of the Thanjavur district (a

wet-rice region):

Table 3.2. The gross paddy acreage (CP) and rural population density (RD) in
Tami 1 Nadu. 1951

Districts GP RD Districts GP RD

Thanjavur 81. 6 663 North Arcot 32.4 507
Chingleput 65.2 520 Tirunelvell 24. 1 416
!laIIanathapu ram 47.0 327 Iladura i 21. 9 447
South Arcot 35.2 594 Salem Il. 6 416
Tiruchirappall i 33.8 447 Coimbatore 5.8 380

Source: Gough (1981:71)

Tab1e 3.3. The gross paddy acreage (GP) and rura1 popu1at i on dens i ty (RD) of
ta/uks in Thaniavur. 1951

Taluks GP RD Taluks GP RD

Ku.bakonaJI 82.6 1.187 Nagapa ttan311 54.2 762
Papanas311 82.5 855 Thanjavur 52.0 663
Nanni lu 76.4 818 Ti ruttura Ipund i 46.2 442
Mannargudi 75.2 703 Pattukkottal 40.2 532
Mayuru 72.6 953 Arantangl 24.8 336
Sirkall 62.4 865

• Souce: Gough (1981:85)
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It appears from the above tables that the higher the percentage of paddy

cultlvatlon. the hlgher the population density. The correlation is not

perfectly linear because productivity of rice and other crops. and viability of

non-cultivatlon econoalc activities. are not the same for ail the regions.

ln other words. Infertile lands without adeQuate rainfall or irrigation can

barely support a large population. In dry regions where farming is extensive

and water is Inadequate for crops. the population has aiways been scarce.

unless there Is an alternative rural industry.

ln India. rice is cultivated in various ways depending on environmental

conditions of each region. Three aajor .ethods are eaployed: 1) paddy

cultivation under irrigation; 2) seml-dry cultivatlon; and 3) dry cultlvatlon.

Sowlng and plantlng vary accordlngly. elther by transplantlng. sowlng by

seed-drilis. or broadcastlng. Generally. seeds are broadcast ln the nursery.

Rlce seedllngs. then. are transplanted to the field. which Is then flooded wlth

water. Under seal-dried conditions. seeds are directly sown in line on the

ground by seed-drill. The type used ln Taail Nadu is pulled by a pair of

bullocks. opens furrows and places seeds Into the ground. Awoun (or aan)

follows It and feeds the hopper wlth seeds at a regular interval. The thlrd

aethod. broadcastlng. is ut Il ized acre c~nly in the fields naturally flooded

by aonsoons. Of the these aethods. transplanting yields the hlghest.

Transplantation Is only possible when elther rainfall Is hlgh. or there Is

sufflclent Irrigation.

Of ail rlce-produclng states of Indla. the ylelds are the hlghest ln four

southern states (Andhra Pradesh. Taal1 Nadu. Kerala. and parts of Karnataka)

followed by soae coastal and Interlor districts of Maharashtra. In the northern

and northeastern states (Orissa. lest Bengal. Assaa. Blhar. eastern part of

bath Uttar Pradesh and Iladhlya Pradesh). paddy acreage Is the largest. yet the

36



1

•

yields are Quite low, Sen (1985) noted that such diffcrenccs arise from the

de~ree of irrigation. and that paddy fields in southern states have becn

historically better irrigated compared to other states. ln 1918/19. 70 %of

the paddy acreage was irrigated in Madras Province (today' s Tamil Nadu statc).

compared to 10 % ;n the north. Today in Tamil Nadu and Andhra Pradesh.

irrigation extends to over 90 %of the rice area (387).

By looking at irrigation source and sowing method. Sen (1985) classificd

India' s rice-growing regions into four groups: a) high ratios of irrigation

and transplanting (Andhra Pradesh. Tamil Nadu. Kerala. parts of Karnataka);

b) rainfed transplanting (the coastal districts of Maharashtra. Karnataka.

and Kerala); c) rainfed broadcasting (Eastern parts of both Madhiya Pradesh and

Uttar Pradesh. interior Orissa. and northern Bihar); and d) rainfcd and

irrigated transplanting (West Bengal. Assam. coastal Orissa. and irrigated

central Blharl. She suggested that among the above four patterns. the dcmand

for female agricultural labourers is the lowest in the rainfed broadcasting

pattern (c) (391). Under condition (cl. transplanting is unnecessary and the

yields will be low. As transplanting and harvest are operations carried out

very often by wamen in India. no transplantlng and lesser yields indlcate less

woeen's involvement in rlce cultlvatlon.

Regional variations in rlce cultivation also appear distinct between

districts of Ta.11 Nadu where paddy is cultivated to various degrees. For

analysls. 1 deflne a rice-growlng district as having a ratio of over 30 %

acreage under paddy relative to the total area sown (Chapter 2). Meanwhile. the

districts .Ith paddy acreage under 15 %<Salea. Oharmapurl. Colabatore and

Perlyar) are dry areas par excellence. ln those districts <.hlch overlaps in

the Kongu reglon). both rainfall and Irrigation are poor. and the cultlvation

of coarse cereals Includlng aillets Is Qulte slgnlficant. Thlrd. the alxed

districts are the ones .here paddy acreage ranges fra- 15 to 30 %. In alxed
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areas. both paddy and millets are grown to sa-e extent (North Arcot with more

paddy cultivation. Madurai with similar acreage under millets and rice. and

Tlruchchllappalll wlth more millet cultivatlon).

ln Taail Nadu. ail wet districts wlth paddy acreagc over 30 %are located

ln the eastern coastal regions (Chengalupattu [Chlngleput when Angllclzed).

Thanjavur [Thanjore). South Arcot. Kannlyakuaarl. Tirunelveli [Tlnneveli). and

Raal\athapur3ll [Raanad). Between these wet districts. the intensi ty of paddy

cultlvatlon dlffers for variable solls. rainfall and irrigation. Paddyacreage

Is dlrectly related to ralnfall. Where ralnfall is low. paddy cultivation

decreases. Quallty of irrigation changes according to sources (canals. tanks

or wells). adeQuacyof the aaount and tl.lng. and duration of irrigation

(whether the field is inundated for only a short period or longer). The timing

of transplantlng depends on the source of Irrigation: the perlod when tanks

and wells are filled by .onsoons. or when the water is discharged fra. upper

daas. Fra. the saae source of irrigation. the date of receivlng water also

dlffers according to the location of paddy fields in relation to irrigation

source.

ln areas where water supply is abundant. two and e~en three crops of paddy

can be cultlvated. If there Is less water. only single paddy may be grown.

When .olsture of the soli is .ore than enough to raise single crop but not

enough for double-cropplng. other crops .Ight be cultivated as the second crop.

At the tlae of harvest of Saaba paddy. for exaJlllle. a pulse crop Is sown ln the

fields (Thanjavur area). Further. paddy can be dlfferently rotated. It Is also

popular to grow groundnut or cotton between two paddy seasons If water and soil

Quallty are sultable. Another possibliity Is to grow sugarcane for two years

and go back to paddy cultlvatlon later.

Exaalnlng data fra. the Season and Crot> Report of Tamil Nadu 1987/88. we

can flnd SOIe characterlstlcs of each district's rlce cultivatlon. ln
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Kanniyakuaari district Ihich receivcs the highest ralnfall (averal<e 1.470 •

per year). the net irrigated area as a percentage of net area sown Is ~diua­

lOI at 34 %. Out of the irrigated area. 45 %is irrigated IOre than once. Ihlch

suggests the acreage of Irrigated double-cropped paddy is about 15 %of the

total cropped area. 80th in Chengalpattu and Thanjavur districts. rainfall is

high (1.211 and 1.189 mm respectively) , and the area covered by irrigation is

Quite extensive (77 %and 82 %each). and rlce acreage is the highest lithin

Tamil Nadu (65 %and 62 %). Yet the major irrigation source differs. lith

canals in Thanjavur and tanks in Chengalpattu. The area Irrigated IOre than

once is lOI in either district. but much 101er in Thanjavur. The 101er rate of

double-cropped rice acreage under irrigation ln Thanjavur is probably because

later discharge of the Mettur dam in Salem is uncertain. It is possible to grol

the second paddy under legs irrigated conditions. In Ramanathapuram. the

percentage of rlce acreage is as high as 64 %. This district. hOlever. recelves

little rainfall and has a lOI ratio of irrigated area (30 %). Besides. paddy is

unifonlly ail single-cropped. and the yields are very lOI.

The folloling tables (3.4. and 3.5.) summarize the characteristics of rice

cultivation of each district:

Table 3.4. District-.ise characteristics of paddy cultivation in Tami 1 Nadu.

1987/1988

district rainfaii %of area paddy area irrlgated irr/gat/on
irrigated acreage IIJOre than once sourceo ,

Chingleput high high high ~iua T
Thanjavur high high high lOI C
S.Arcot high ~.-high ~d. IIediua T/CII
Kanniyakuaari high IIed.-Iol ~. high CfT
Ti runelveIi lied. high°' lied. IIediua Til
Runathapuraa lOI lOI high 0 T

*1 T=tanks. C=canals. and '=wells
*2 It was lOI in 1970/71 and later irrigated area significantly increased

Source: Season and Crop Report. 1987/1988
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• Table 3.5. Details of irrigation in paddy-growing districts of Tamil Nadu

(J) (2) (3) (4) (5)• •
district a\'e rage ,~et i rr. acres .'le t i rr. Ole res irrigation irrigation

rainfall as a %' of net as a %' of net %' (70/71) %' (87/88)
SOlt'll (J97017J) sOlin (I987/88) C T Ir C T Ir

Ching!eput 1.211 74 % 77 3 78 18 2 46 52
Thanjavur I. 168 83 82 93 6 1 96 0 4
S. Arcot 1.189 50 53 26 37 31 21 22 57
KaM 1yaklllla ri 1. 470 39 34 59 38 0 39 55 6
Tirune!vel i 941 32 67 14 45 39 17 52 31
R3IIllathapuram 819 36 30 2 84 15 0 91 9

district

Chingleput
Thanjavur
S.Arcot
KaMiyakUll3ri
Tlrunelvell
R3IIlla thapur3ll

(ô)
%' of area under
paddy ta the
tata 1 arca SOlt'll

64.7 %
62.0
33.4
34.0
44.7
64.2

(7)
%' of area i rriga tcd
more than once ta the
total area irrigated

23.0
14.3
25. 1
45.2
29.5
0.0

•

* ·others· excluded

Source: Season & Crop Report of Tami 1 Nadu. 1987/88. Gov' t of T. N. 1993

Recent changes in wet cultivation

With exception of Thanjavur. Madras state (now Tamil Nadu state) had been

a food deficit arca sinee the mid-18th eentury. The rice WolS imported from

Bcngal. and froa Indoehina (Burma and Thailandl. The impart of riee from

1ndochina stopped during the World WarIT when the Japanese oeeupied Southeast

Asian eountries. The import of riee from Bengal also stopped when a great

fa.ine oceurred in 1943. ln 1953-54. riee production in Madras state became

surplus for the flrst time (Meneher 1978:54-55). Later. in the late 19605 and

early 1970s. Madras elerged as a rice-exportiog state. Aeeording to Meneher
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(1978). this was duc to: Il tubl'-wl'Il irrÏ!::ation expansion in Chin!::lt·put .

S..'rcot. N.Arcot. and Coimbatore districts and 'the installation of lrri!::atlon

facilities allowiOl:: for a second crop in some parts of Tanjore': 2) !::(xx!

rainfall up to the a!::ricultural year 1973-74: and more importantly. 3) carly

adoption and continuous use of hybrid species(238). The hil::h yieldinl:: varieties

(HYVs) have been increasingly cultivated for their shorter duration and hi!::hcr

yields than local traditional or locally improved varieties (LIVs).

However. the area under paddy cu1tivation decreased in 1969-70. This was

partially due to the drought in some regions in 1969. Yore importantly. it was

because some farmers returned from HYVs to the cul tivation of local variet ies.

The HYVs arc not always attractive: first. local varieties. especially samba.

taste better than HYVs and therefore sell at better priees in the market.

Second. HYVs need more inputs such as fertilizers and herbicides. This Is fine

as long as the crop is successfully harvested. However. the IIYVs arc less

reslstant to pests and diseases. and more sensitive to water shortage compared

to local varieties. Therefore. whenever water is uncertain. farmers prefer to

plant local varieties because yields arc more certain. even thoul::h the amount

harvested is less than that of HYVs. Yencher (1978) also explained that the

LIVs are preferred by some farmers because they need less labour. less

supervision. less ferti 1izers. and so on.

Uoreover. some farmers switched over to the cultivation of garden crops

such as groundnut. sugarcane. and occasionally pulses. Accordlng to Yencher

(1978:239). the switch lIIigb, have occurred as a result of wage Increases and

the deslre of landowners to reduce the need for interaction with labourers. The

labour l'ost of garden crops Is lower than that of paddy. which reQuires aany

labourers for transplanting. harvesting. and freQuent weedlng. In addit Ion.

groundnut. sugarcane and pulse cultivatlon increased bccause the cultivation of

these crops became more profi table than millets.
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2. Dry cultivation

Cultivation is mostly rainfed in the s('mi-arid inland relo':jons. which

ex tend from north to south of th(' Indian subcontinent. To harvest good yields.

the rainfall should be adeQuat(· in terms (Jf both amount and timing. ~either too

little nor too much rain are good for cultivation. The la te arrivai of DK,nsoon

delays sowing. of Cholam for example. Then the harvest might fall in the midst

of the next DOnsoon period. which inevitably damages the grains. In facto

high incidents of rain fluctuation and crop failure have been characteristic in

dry areas.

The irrigation of dry areas usually depends on rainfed wells and tanks.

Ilnl ike in the wet re>:ions. river irrigation only plays a minor role in the dry

areas of Tamil Nadu. Seasonal streams made by monsoons may bring some water for

a few œonths. but water is insufficient to irrigate the fields during the rest

of the year.

The red soils widely distributed in the dry lands of Tamil Nadu are of

poor Quality in nutrients and moisture. Many parts of the dry lands are single

cropped. The soils do not retain enough moisture to harvest good yields from

two seQuential crop without adeQuate rain and irrigation. Yet 'sole cropping

often fails to exploit effectively available resources' (Walker et al.

1990:244>'

Cropping

An agronomic characteristic of dry farming comman throughout India is

intcrcrapping or rart in tercrapping. At least two species of crops are grown in

the sue plot of land during the same season (Walker et al. 1990:46>' ln

the si.ple intercropping, different crops are SOlO mixed while crops are 5010

in 1ine for the row intercropping. In Tami 1 dry lands, Cumbu (pearl mi Ilet) and

Cholam (Sorghua) are intercropped with pulses ofvarious sorts, most

freQuently blackgram (Athreya et a/.1990:80). Other combinat ions of
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intercroppin>: include mi Ilct/cot ton. and mi 1kt/col ton/Pulsl'. Int,'rcmppio>: is

more common dur in>: the rainy season and ra n' durinl: th,' dry Pl'riod (lfalkcr l'(

al. 1990:-16) .

The practice of intcr:roppin>: is a means to 1) reducc disease and insect

risks: and 2) produce more yields. by exploilinl: availablc nutrients. moistun'

and light. Crops of either the same- or liifferent-duration (\on>: and short)

are intercropped. lt is not very clear whether intercroppio>: producl's bettl'r

yields than single croppin>: (Walker et al. 1990:2-1-\-·18>' ln some cases. the

effect is adverse. Groundnut is often grown mixed with either cotton. caster.

cholam or redgram. but the yield of >:roundnut is said to decline compared when

i t i5 ra ised alone (Ramaswam i 1912. Tam il ,l'fadu Dis tric( Gaze tt eers.

Ramanathapuram). From the viewpoint of labour dcmand. this is a means to create

different peak periods of farm operations.

ln dry lands, paddy is usually difficult to >:rOt. Instead.

drought-resistant crops (various mi Iletsl. le!:\lllles. cotton and tobacco arc

most commonly planted. What follows is an overview of dry crops >:rown in Tamil

~adu (Sanpat &Ganesan 1972; Madras District Gazettcers: Coimbôtore 1966: and

from my interviews):

fMillets] Chalam (Sorghum 'ulgare): Cholam is a dominant dry crop in Tamil

Sadu. It has been the iDlportant staple die! in dry areas. but is losio>: its

popularity as rice gains a symbolic value as the main food cereal. Cholam

yields the highest both in grain and straw of ail the rain-fed cereals. Adapted

weil to a dry environment. the crop 'regulates transpiration and remains

dOl1lant if the rains fail' (Olurieldt et al. 1990:80. When raised only for

the purpose of fodder. seeds arc sown three times as densely as nOl1lal. If

irrigated and manured, the yie!ds will be increased three to four tiacs. After

so.ing, the crop is weeded and manured. then harvested 75 to 105 days later.
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The slalks are cul by sickle al la lo 15 œabove lhe ground. dried. threshed.

and slraws arc scparaled. For consomption. l':rains arc slorcd in pils made in

lhe ground.

Ragi (Elcusinc cora cana): Il can be raiscd at any time of year. and on

variable soils. The duration of the crop is four months. Harvest extends over a

number of days as grains do not ripen simultaneously. When harvested. onlyears

are cut. Then they are placed in heaps 50 that. after some time. grains can be

easily threshcd out. The straw is good as caltle fodder.

Cumbu (bulrush or pearl millet): This crop grows on dry land where rain is

Insufflcient even for Chalam. Cumbu is also grown as mixed crop. The duration

is four ta five IIIOnths. It does not reQuire any careful preparatory

cultivation. Only ears are cut for harvest. an operation which extends over

seme weeks. Straw is not good as cattle fodder. but stalks a:e used for

thatching and fuel.

Tenai (Italian millet), Varagu (Kodo mi 1let), and Samai (Panicum

Mililare): These are coarser kinds of millet. which do not have high yields but

can be grown even on poor soli and with little water. The duration is six

months. They are relatively resistant against drought. pests and disease.

[Iegumes] Greengram and Blackgram: On the dry lands. they are often grown

as an Intercrop. For harvest. grams are pulled out. then dried on the

threshing floor during the day for three ta four days. Threshing is done t,

beatlng with sticks or caltle stamplng on the grain. Then they are winnow~d.

[ollseeds] Groundnut: The production of groundnut has been increasing as

it can bring good priees in the growing market bath dosestic and overseas. As

rain-fed crop. groundnut is grown from June/July ta December/January (a win ter

crop) , and as an Irrigated crop, frem February/larch ta June/July. There are

two types of groundnut, long dura tian 035 days} and short duration 005 days).

Groundnut 15 a 5011 exhaustlng crop, reQulrlng mach manure. For seed-bed
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preparation. the soil is tilled two to ei~ht times by country plou~h. Sowl~

is done elther behind country plo~h by hand. or by usi~ a seed-drill. The

plant is weeded by hand and by lntercultivation. in the case of th~

lon~-duration type. the crop is du~ out with spades. whi!~ the short-duratlon

crop is pulled out by hand. Then peanuts are plucked off by hand. and stored

either in DQds or in kemels after being dried weIl in the sun for about a

week. As groundnut fixes nitrogen in the soil. a cereal planted after groundnut

yields better than when it follows another cereal.

Gingelly (sesame): Sesame oil is widely used in south Indian cooking.

The crop is raised with little moisture. After plo~hing. seeds are sown ln

lines or broadcast. Weeding by intercultivation and thinning is done twa .eeks

after germination. !hen the stem tums yellow. the crop is pulled out and dried

until it releases seeds. Then the seeds are collected. and cleaned by

winnowing. Gingelly depletes soil nutrients. and the subsequent crop nt~ds to

be manured weil.

[other crops] Cotton: India has a long tradition of cultivatlng cotton of

local species. Cotton became one of the major cash craps in south India in the

beginning of the twentieth century. when new species from Indochina and

America were introduced. Cotton is grown both as a rain-fed crop (during the

winter season from Dctober to April) or as an irri~ated crop (as a SUBDCr crop

from March to August). Cotton might be intercropped with other crops in the

winter season. In Tamil Nadu. cotton can be double cropped (.inter and summcr

season). or rotated with millets (cumbu or chola.) or paddy. After the 5011 is

ploughed once or twice. seeds are sown broadcast. and covered by country

plough. If irrigated. the plant is watered eight to ten ti.es with an interval

of eight to ten days (depending on rainfall). 'eeding is done by hand and also

by intercultivation using a hoe. Excessive leaves are thinned out. Ihen cotton

balls swell. they are picked up by hand. which is an operation extending over
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two IOnths or more. Cotton ls then taken out. and sorted out Into better ~nd

lesser Qualltles.

Tobacco: this crop needs good sail and Irrigation. Tobacco seedlings are

transplanted after soaking ln watcr. The plants are watered and manured.

Wcedlng (once or twice by hand then by hoe) and thinning are done. Leaves are

harvested and drled. lÏmlng of the cutting leaves depends on the use (beedi.

cigarette. cigar. or snuff).

Chi lies: Introduced to India by the Portuguese (c. 17th century A.D.).

chilles are now an essential part of Indlan cooking. The crop is raised or.

clther rainfed or irrigated lands.

Pulses. oilseeds. cotton. and tobacco are IOSt often grown in so-called

garden lands. or tôttam. A tôttam ;s a plot of land irrigated by wells or/and

tanks. In.y study area (Kongu regionl. tôttam is contrasted to dry.

uni rrigated land. or kâdu. In kâdu. Sorghum is SO)'lI. used as grazing land and

put undcr fallow. By-products of pulses. oilse~ds. and cotton make good cattle

fodders. For various mi Ilets grown in dry areas. farmers do not expect to get

IIUch grain. Instead. they will graze cattle on the straw (Olurieldt et al.

1990:81: .y interview in a Kongu village).

Actually. crops .hlch feature dry cultivation. such as millets. oilseeds.

tobacco and cotton. are ralsed to different degrees depending on the locality.

The dry land agriculture has diversified cropping patterns (Walker et a/.1990:

252). Bet.een dry regions of Indla. and also .ithin Ta-il Nadu. the preda.inant
,

klnd of .lllet and the ca.blnatlon with other crops differs. Soils are Quite

diverse even .lthin a village. The farmers 'in the dry area n0l'll311y

[cul tlvate] a m1Itltude of crops ln a varlety of fields' (Athreya et al. 1990:

35). Dependlng on the types of land owned. the proportion of each crop grown

changes bet.een households•
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Recent change in dry fanaing

India' s dry fanaing has been transformcd over reccnt decadcs from

extensive fal1lling wi th low input/outPut. to DIOre intensive and diversified

farming with higher inputs and higher yields. Total production in the dry

regions has been increasing as more non-millet crops and more hi~h yieldln~

varieties (HYVs) including millets (such as Cumbu and Cholam) are cultivatcd.

Intensification of dry farming has been promoted by several factors. Most

importantly: 1) increasing population density and land fraglentation:

2) illProved irrigation system: 3) priee incentives: 4) adoption of hybrld

varieties: and 5) inputs of pesticide and ferti 1izer (Walker ct al. 1990:

49-50.

Population increase has segmented lands through Inherltance. Fro. 1961 to

1991 in Tamil Nadu. the total population Increased from 34.686.953 to

55.858.946 (62% increase). and the rural population from 24.696.425 to

36.781.354 (49% increase) (Government of India 1964. Pt UC[l]: Cc.issloner of

Statistics. Government of Tamil Nadu 1993). An increased population shrinks

land holdings. lt is generally held that cultivation of smaller farms has

become IIOre intensive wi th more inputs of labour. implemcnts. and manure

(iaiker et al. 1990:116-119). This does not always occur (Mencher 1978:55-56).

As a way to avoid parcel ing out lands. seme of the fami ly members (one or two

sons .est probably) .ight .igrate to towns or try to pursue urban jobs.

The increase in irrigated areas also intensified cultivation in dry

regions. The electric-pu.p wells have rapidly Increased espcclally since the

late 196Os. and due to heavily subsidlzed electricity (Athreya et a/.1990: 86).

If water is sufficlent. paddy .Ight be planted on the newly irrlgated lands.

but usually the paddy is not double-cropped. More often so-called garden crops.

such as cotton. sesa.e. groundnut. sugarcane. and banana. are cultlvated on

t6ttu. or Irrigated garden lands. The increasing trend towards growlng these
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cash crops. notably over the past three decades. was encouraged by the rlslng

priee ratio of oilseeds. pulses. and cotton vis-à-vis coarse cereals. These

crops. cotton for exa-ple. are labour-intensive. Farm employment opportunities

for both .cn and women expanded in the area where cultivation of cotton

increased (Walker et al.1990:131).

It Is widely known that the Green Revolution led to the introduction of

IIIgh Yield Varieties (HYVs) of rice and wheat to India in the 1970s. In

contrast. it is relatively unknown that HYVs were a1so widely adopted in the

dry regions at that timc. (n dry areas the HYVs are important. not because of

high yields as i~1 ied by the namc. Rather. it is because of their shorter

growing period. which rCQuires less water. which is therefore important in dry

areas where water is scarce. The use of herbicides and fertilizer necessary for

the HYVs has also Increased ln dry areas. The Intensity of use is determined by

the degree of Irrigation (more fertilizers and herbicides are used on better

lrrigated lands).

It is said th~t the area under dry cultlvation (of millets and other

unirrigated crops, cGn be extended. However. resources (water. labour. finance.

etc.) are concentrated in small parts of irrigated land (Athreya et al.

1990:70-72). The more fertile and irrigated lands are better ploughed and given

more aanure as the yield is higher and more certain than on dry lands. Today. a

dry-land fanICr's wealth Is sald to depend on the holding of garden lands

(Caldwell et al. 1988:8).

Whlle SOIe systeaatlc changes ln cropplng are ln progress. technologlcal

changes ln 1~lelDCnts for dry cultlvatlon have been less wldespread. Adoption

of tractors has been slow. and ox-ploughs remaln Important ln operations such

as seed ~ preparation. and coverlng aanure and seeds. Tradltlonal large

lapl~ ,:.,'. Inc\udlng ploughs. carts. and kavalal (a devlce for lifting water

froe a weil wlth anlaal power. now belng replaced by 8Otor-PUIP sets). are
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usually owned by only a fe. farmers in a villa~e. In contrast. s.a11 tcols

euch ae epadee and elcklce are owned by cvcryone (Athrcya et al. Igg0:~1-86).

New appliances now .idely used arc backpack-sprayers and threshers.

Stock raising has been traditionally an important part of the dry

agricultural ecollomy. Oxen. needed for plo~hlng. and also milk co.s have been

bred in the dry areas and exported to the wet areas. Cattle raislng is viable

in dry lands. where relatively high proportion of fallowed areas offer grazing

lands. Fodders are also available from millet straws and by-products of varlous

crops. Cattle in Indla are raised mainly for traction power and to supply

manure. and less importantly. for milk. They are not used for the lCat. On the

other hand. sheep and goats are prlmarily raised for the meat. lith the priee

of DUtton rising. more faraers started herding sheep and goat. Socn. probleas

of overgrazing also became acute. Furthermore. introduction of lWVs created

some fodder shortage. The stra. yield of the HYVs is very low. and the

digestibility is less than 40%. which is much lower than local and lmproved

varietles (Athreya et a/.1990:82).

Droughts

Because of the rainfall fluctuation. an incidence of crop fallure has been

high ln these dro~t-prone areas. In the pasto dro~ht caused famine when rain

falled ln consecutive years. Although chances of dro~ht are hlgh. when it does

occur ln one regIon. other regions mlght receive average raln. as India's seai­

arld tracts extend over a vast area. The farmers in a village affected by

dro~t mlght. therefore. algrate ln search of eaployaent to less affected

areas. This option. however. does not ease agrocliaatlc rlsks faraers are

facing ln the dry reglons.

Dro~t causes the loss of fara IncolC .are often ln dry areas than ln wet

areas. serlously affectlng socioeconomic conditions of faraers. Shortfalls ln

Incoae ccapel the faraers (bath s.all landowner-cultivators and agrlcultural
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labourersl lo sell slored produce. consume grains lhal were lo be kepl as seeds

for the next season. borrow ~ney. liQuidale assels. change jobs. or migrale in

search of work (Ialker et al. 1990:239>' ln addition lo income shorlfalls. rural

populations are hi 1 by inflation in grain priees. (Today. lhe impact of price

fluctuation is less devastating as crop prices are controlled by lhe

governaent and Indla' s economy is weil integrated.) Drought also jeopardizes

"huaan capital formation'. Walker et al. (990) cited Jodha' s (975) studyof

the 1962/63 drought in several villages in Rajasthan (north Indla) where 42

percent of households withdrew their children from schoal after the years of

drought (240).

FurtherllOre. It Is the econollically disadvanlaged who are hardest hit by a

severe drought. Havlng no surplus capital. small holders lIight be cOllpelled to

sell the lands that they have. There is a danger that unellployed landless

labourers fall into near-starvation. and go into a huge debt. lith little rain.

the deaand for hired labour will be drastically reduced. When droughts occur in

consecutive years the polarization of local economy may take place. This is ail

the ~re so ln rural Indla. 'where land Is the dominant form of weal th. source

of collateral• .cans of production. and determinant of status (Ialker et al.

1990:241. summarized from Cain [1981]).

~. IlPlications for task c~sition

The type of fanl work for wet and dry cultivation are distinct in task

co.posltlon and seasonal intensity. The patterns are shaped by crops raised and

agronomie practices. First. wet paddy cultivation in Tamil Nadu generally

employs the transplanting method. Seeds are sown in a nursery. which is a small

part of paddy fields. While the channels are dug and the field is prepared by

ploughing a few times. the seeds germinate and are ready for transplanting in

about one ~nth. The seedlings are collected in bundles and carried to the
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field. Divided seedlings arc planted into the soil. deep enough for paddy to

establ ish itself weil. After that. the crop Is aanured. and the field is

flooded. Weeding is donc a few tlmes. When the grains ripen. they arc harvestcd

by sickles. brousht to a threshlng ground and threshed. and winnowed. Dehusking

is done at rice mi Ils.

Characteristic of paddy cult!vatlon Is seasonal intensity of tasks creatcd

by transplanting and harvesting. Those tasks as weil as related operations such

as field preparation and threshing have to be done in a narrow time period.

Therefore. even a s.all landholder (with one or a half acre of land) will hire

somebody to get these tasks been done. Depending on the size of land. wec,jjng

also requires some outside labour force. The application of fertilizers and

pesticides is done by family labour (smallholders) or by both fa.lly and hlred

labourers (larger landholders). ihis is partly because of the fear that

someone else migbt steal the material. partly to see that they are applied

carefully and are not wasted. and partly because the time for doing this does

not usually cOincide with other major work' (Iler,;;her 1978:208>'

The availability of farm work for paddy cultlvation depends on: 1) the

number of paddy crops; 2) kinds of paddy cultivated; 3) degree of

synchronie cultivation; and 4) cultivation of other crops. First. If triple

cropped paddy can be raised. there are tasks ail year round with somc peak

periods. If only single paddy is cultivable. one needs to find work semewhere

else. Second. there are various klnds of paddies both amang traditional

varlet les and hybrlds. The HYVs need more labour for thelr harvest. Three. if

the same klnd of paddy Is planted everywhere at the same tl.e. there Is not

much work avallable other than at peak seasons. However. If various klnds of

paddy of dlfferent duratlon are planted. transplantlng ln seme fields is

lagged. there are variable operations needed at one lime. Four. the cultlvation

of other crops may create tasks to be perfonaed durlng an olherwl5e slack
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season. One cxaaple of labour deaand can be seen in the case of Ramanathapuram.

This Is the district where the percentage of area under paddy to the total

cultlvated area Is hlgh. However, productivity is low and paddy is ail single­

cropped. ConseQuently there Is not much work during the rest of the year, when

œany mlgrate into neighborlng district of Thanjavur for some agricultural work.

For the gender division of work. there are variable patterns between

reglons except for ploughlng which is exclusively done by men. Transplantlng,

manuring, weeding, harvesting, threshln&, and .innowing are the operations in

whlch .omen are often involved. Arrangement of these operations differ from one

reglon to another. Harvesting, for instance. is done mostly by women in

Chingleput (Mencher 1978), while It is carried out by men and women in pairs in

Thanjavur (Mencher and Saradamoni 1982; Gough 1981; and my interview). Men

plough the field (.Ith two teams of bullocks, one behind the other), dig

channels. help .amen transplant by passlng them bundles of seedlings, apply

che.lcal fertllizer and pesticides. and harvest and thresh the crop.

Not every woman nor every man engage ln these tasks. Agrlcultural

labourers (in Tamil Nadu, the aajorlty of them are ex-Untouchables) carry out

tasks such as ploughing and transplanting. These tasks are the hardest and most

hazardous: for ploughing, one needs to hold the device weIl in order to tlll

a straight llne .ith consistent depth. The blade must be handled carefully. or

one .ay get Injured; transplanting is a back-breaking work. Tranplanters have to

soak thelr bare feet ln the mud from .hich they get infections easily or

leeches. There Is a tcndency for landholdlng households to .ithdraw .amen from

transplantlng, though among s.allholders. the .amen transplant paddy in thelr

famlly fields. Mencher (1978) explalns that most landholders .ith more than

three to four acres of .et land, especlally if It is double cropped. can aanage

farmlng .Ithout the .amen .orklng ln the fields, hiring outslde labour (206).

In contrast to paddy. operations requlred for dry crops are legs
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intensive. and spread over a longer period. Flrst. the labour intensity and

the length of perlod for a particular operation depend on the nature of the

crop. Sale crops such as ragi. cumbu. or cotton. do not rlpen at the sa.c time

and harvest extends over several weeks. Second. different klnds of crops are

planted on dlfferent lands or wlthln a plot of land (intercropping). This is a

type of rlsk aanagement used on dry lands. where the Incidence of crop fallure

is hlgh and .ano-culture is too rlsky. As a consequence. numerous operations

are undertaken at the same time: at one place. cotton leaves are thinned out.

and at another. cholam is harvested. and in yet a dlfferent field. groundnut is

sown. Third. although there are peak periods of sowing regulated by 8Onsoons.

duration of crops are diverse. Different durations and timings of rotation mcan

a varied number of tasks are always necessary. However. ail of thls depends on

5011 Quallty and rainfall. If these are poor. then dry cultivation and

availability of work become difficult.

iOien' s roles in paddy cultivation has been relatively weil dlscussed by

Mencher. Saradamoni. Sen. and others. Their roles in millet cultlvation. on the

other hand. have received little attention. On genuinely infertile lands where

nothing but coarse millets can be raised. there is not much farm work for

wamen. On such poor land. there is little work avallable even for men. If land

Is .are productive. and varlous crops such as legumcs. oilseeds. and cotton are

cultlvated. the situation is different. Agronomie features of these dry crops

reQulre .are labour and therefore favour greater female participation. Certain

tasks such as preparation of beds. building ridges and channels tend to be

culturally asslgned to males. as ln wet cultivation. However. there are plenty

of other tasks that are culturally permlssible for women (this varies between

regions). includlng sowlng. hand weedlng. thlnnlng. harvesting various crops

and processlng. Ahlgh degree of wOlen's contribution to dry cultlvatlon (In

areas of .l1let pattern) needs to be underllned. as ln the Il terature only
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paddy cultlvatlon has been presented as having high participation by women.

Maclachlan (1993) explains that women' s far- work is important in the

millet pattern bccause poor soils reQuires much weeding whlch is done by

WOBCn. The hand weeding. however. is not the sole reason for high de~,and for

female labour in dry millet regions. as we will see in the case ~tudy of

Kongu. In the next chapters. the social relations of production in dry and wet

areas in Ta.il Nadu will be further discussed.
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Ifet Cul ti~'atlon in Thanja~'ur

According to some predictions. wet rice cultivation Is associated wlth

high FLP (in case of south India) and low JSR. This chapter examines

Thanjavur' s wet rice cultivatlon and the way women partlclpate ln Its process,

Thanjavur district Is a fiat plain with a gentle slope towards the cast

coast. With about 80% of the acreage in paddy. Thanjavur looks. for much of the

year. like an 'ocean of green wet paddy fields' with 'clumps of palm trees' and

'sll3l1 brown islands of villages' (Gough 1989:11). This reglon Is embraced by

the fertile Kaveri river delta. Irrigation systems along the Kaverl and Ils

branches have developed since as early as 50 A.O. Compared to other districts

in Tamil Nadu. rainfall in Thanjavur is more favourable. with a yearly avera~e

of 1.168l1li and wi th smaller year-to-year fluctuations. These agro-cllmatic

conditions made paddy 'far and away the principal crop' <Baker 19801:170). The

significance of paddy as the principal crop has not changed much slnce the

mid-1920s. when 78 %of Thanjavur's acreage was already under paddy (Baker 19801:

169) .

Paddy cultivation and s~cial__~tra~lfj.cation

Thanjavur' s relatively stable paddy production wlth irrigation sustains a

denser population than other regions of less dependable dry-crop cul tivatlon.

This deltaic reglon developed as the heartland of the Chola klngdom (fro. about

the thlrd century B.C. to the thlrd century A.O,: and again from c.850 to

c.1534). 'Fra. about 100 to 250 A.O.. the f3llOus Sangu Age. It became a

brilliant center of Hindû. Buddhist. and Jain civilization and Iitefacy. Ouring

thls period. the basic structure of royal governICnt. the syste.s of irrigation
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and land tax. the multicaste settlement patterns of towns and villages. the

reli~ious supremacy of the Brahmans. and the presence of certain other castes

such as the Parayars. were established much as in later centuries' (Gough

1981:6). Nu.erous settlements were set up along the Kaveri and its tributaries.

Vellalas and Brahmans came to do.inate the management of land and irrigation in

those settle.ents. They legitimized their dominance by strengthening their

rltual status: Brahaans conferred on Vellalas a high status in return for

Vellalas' economlc support of Brahmans (Stein 1969: 1975: 1980).

The society eventually polarized between those elite shareholders who

co-.anaged the land and irrigation on the one hand. and numerous agricultural

labourers on the other. "The fecundity of irrigated rice agriculture attracted

many people' who accepted a 'serf-like' status in exchal~e for reliable

subsistence however meager it mlght be (Baker 1984:86-87). The existence of

numcrous labourers allowed the Brahman and Vellalar kaniyatchikarans

(shareholders: those with kaniyatchi. or control of land) to stand aloof from

direct. hands-on cultivation. Thus a division between the elites and the

Harijan labourers was formed. Thanjavur' s social structure is more complex. as

explained later in this chapter: nevertheless. the differentiation between

uPper and lower soclo-economic classes is much more marked than in drier

regions.

N~rous authors have discussed the .cre pronounced social stratification

in lndla's wet-rice regions. Gough (1981) explains that paddy can maintain a

large leisure class and Thanjavur is char~cterised by steeper social

stratification wlth .cre Brahaans at the toP. acre Harijans at the bottom. and

the highest percentages of tenant serfs in Tamil Nadu (P. 68). The whole Brahman

caste constltuted 6.2 %of Thanjavur's rural population in the 1931 census

(p.44). whlle the state average is around three per cent or less (P. 71).

Gough's (1981) inter-district and inter-taluk cOIParison also shows that lands
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in rice areas are more valuable. bei~ intensively cultivated and productive.

and the average size of land holdi~s is relatlve!y small (P. Ion.

Labourers ln Thanjavur are broadly categorized Into three types. One type

is the p~nnaiYâl (fem. pannaiyâcchi). which was once a tled labourer who

worked permanently fùr a particular 1andowner. When Gough studled in 1951.

pannaiyals were hired as married couples or familles. pald Indlvldually for

each day they worked. 'In 1951 male pannaiyals were called to work about 180 to

300 days a year. women about 120 to 240 days. and boys aged elght to fourteen

about 260 days' (Gough 1981:51), Another type of labourer Is the tenant. clther

for varam (sharecropping) or kuthakai (fixed rent). There has not becn much

difference in the economic status betwcen permanent labourers and tenants.

since the tenants' profit share has becn low (Gough 1981:47). A thlrd type Is

casual. or coolie workers who are hired and pald dally. The use of coolie

labourers increased a great deal by the 1930s. For one thi~. I~ndowners no

longer wished to pay fringe benefits. such as a harvest bonus or contributions

to marriage costs. to which pannaiyals. or permanent !a~ourcrs. wcre once

entltled. For another. by the mid-30s. wcll-organlzed gang-Iabourers emcrgcd

(both men and women. depending on demand). They migrated on contracts f~r the

harvests of cotton. groundnut. and paddy transplantation. etc. (Baker 1984:

197). Today. aany labourers from Ramanathapuram district come to nelghbourlng

Thanjavur for harvestlng of paddy (Srinivasan 1978), ln addi tion. coolie

workers increased when Many migrant labourcrs returned from plantations I~

Southeast Asia during and after the second world war (Gough 1981:53).

The deaand for labour in paddy cultlvation Is particularly high durj~

field preparation. transplantation. harvest and related operations. lt Is

crucial anJ difficult to secure labour at the peak seasons of paddy: crucial.

because transplantation has to be early enough ln order to ensure the harvest

before the arrivai of the northeast IOnsoon; difficult. because evcryonc necds
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the labourers at the same time. For the rest of the perlod. paddy does not

reQuire IUch labour except ior some weeding. Therefore.

Many airasidars [landlords] would take on pannai [system of tied labour]
alaost as œany labourers as they needed just for the harvesting perlod.
even though they could not f!nd profitable employaent for most of them
for IUch or the rest of the year (Baker 1984:174).

Ihere double cropp!ng is possible. the labour shortage tends to be more

acute. The tiDe for the harvest of the first crop kuruvai (short duration

paddy) is also the period for the field preparation and transplantation of the

second crop. thaladi (long duration paddy of lesser Quality). If there are

single cropped fields. the preparation for the single crop. samba. usually has

to be donc as weil. Bullocks at this tillC are in great demand. In Tamil Nadu.

bullocks are used for both ploughing and threshing. Yoreover. double cropped

land needs aore labour input. as it reQuires more careful manurlng than

one-crop land. Kanurlng for two-crop land is donc by 'penning animais. cartlng

leaf-.ould or cattle manure, digging silt out of tanks and channels and

occasionaIly growlng crops of 'green manure" (Baker 1984:176).

~ro-econ~ic variations within Thanjavur: Dld &New Delta. and Dry Are~

50 far, 1 have treated Thanjavur as one geographical unit. 'ithln the

district of Thanjavur, however. social structure. landholdlng patterns. crop

Intenslty and cropping patterns are variable. Srinlvasan (1978). Gough (1981)

and Bouton (1984) consider at least three agro-economic zones. (1) The northern

part of the district Is called the Old Delta, which is the natural dei talc

reglon of the Kaveri. and bas been irrigated slnce anclent tlDes. (2) The New

Delta is the area Irrlgated by the Grand Anlcut canal of the Cauvery Yettur

Project (CKP) [Cauvery is the Anglicized fona of Kaveri] and Its branches. By

the ald-30s, the re-construction of the Grand Anicut was coapleted. and the
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lIettur dam was built in Salem. in the upper Kaveri. The Introduction of canal

irrigation made intense cultivatlon of paddy possible in the western part of

Thanjavur. (3) The westerrulOst and southernmost parts are dry uplands. wherc

only 50 %of the total acreage is irrigated. IOstly by means of wells. rather

than canals. In these tracts. ragi. gingelly and groundnut are usually ralsed

as the first crop. followed by ragi or chilli (Srinivasan 1978:24). (4) The

extreme southeastern part of the district. VedranYaIB. is largely infertile salt

swamp. and therefore excluded from analysis (Srtnivasan 1978; Gough 1981; and

Bouton 1984).

The Old Delta is further divided into the head-part of the canal systcms

and the tail-end coastal part. Both Gough (1981) and Bouton (1984) coepare

physical characteristics. differences in cropping patterns and social

structure withln the Old Delta. First. the northern part along the Kaveri has

IDOre fertile soils and better drainage sloping with .ild towards the ocean.

this area also receives water earlier. being located closer to the water

source. Thus. in IDOSt of the northern part. paddy is double croppcd. ln

contrast. soils becolBC clayey and drainage deterlorates towards the coast. Less

fertile soils aake only one paddy crop possible in east Thanjavur. As the

coastal region is the tail-end of the canal systcms. the arrivai of water Is

late and delays kuruvai transplantation. 1I0reover. the northeastern IDOnsoon

often causes flood. damaglng the entire harvest. Bouton (1984) contends that

the less favourable conditions coepared to the head-end villages render peak

labour deaand auch DOre acute. It beCOBCS IOre crltical to finish field

preparation and transplantation ln the narrow period after the arrivaI of

water. and to harvest the crop before the IOnsoon daaages the crop.

The problea of late water arrivai serlously affects the entlre Old Delta.

Before the lettur da. was constructed. Thanjavur's rlvers flowing by June. when

fanters could start ploughing. Now water will not be released until the lettur
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reservoir is sufficiently filled up by the southwest BOnsoon. The discharge of

water aay he delayed as late as August. The discharge of water is stopped in

the BOnth of February, drying up the river for the rest of the year. Gough

(1984) reports that a whole series of operations are ~~w carried out allOst one

BOnth later than before the dam was constructed. Fanaers in the area she

studied (the BOre fertile northwestem part of the delta) now prefer dry

to wet ploughlng (219).

ln tenls of the social relations of production. the Old Delta is BOre

polarlzed between landowner-aanagers and landless labourers. In the New Delta

and dry areas. 'the prevai lIng IOde of production is relatively direct and

famlly-orlented' because 'canal irrigation and intensive paddy cultlvation are

very sparse and relatlvely recent' (Bouton 1984:112>' 1:1 the latter case. JIOre

feaales participate ln cultivation as part of the family labour production

syste•. Thus the percentage of fesale cultivators aBDng total female workers is

IUch hlgher in the dry upland areas (36.2 %) and in the ~e. Delta (23.0 %).

cOllPared to the Old Delta areas 00.8 to 13.5 %) (ibid. 111>'

ln ThanJavur. landless labourers have been politicized by the Cc=aunist

parties slnce the 1930s. having struggled for the bettenMent of their status

and wages and against the 1andowners' laporting of labour frOB outside areas.

The Old Delta has been the CoaIUnists' strong hold. 'Ithin the Old Delta. the

confllcts between labourers and landowners have been JIOre Intense in coastal

areas. rather than ln the BOre fertile zone. The settleaents in the northem

fertile zone are old. the Brahaan population Is BOre concentrated. and the

oldest Hlndu teaples. whlch were once the centre of culture and society. are

there. Even so. the social structure of the northem (head-end) area Is less

polarlzed between the landholders and labourers. and BOre cOllPlex than ln the

eastem coastal (tall-end) zone. In the head-end northem area. the proportion

of saall cultlvators Is hlgher and aany agrlcultural labourers are. In facto
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also cultlvators who work elther on thelr own or rented lands (Bouton 1984:

119). Present-day land ownershlp is divided between the Brahaans and

middle-caste non-Brahaans.

ln the coastal part of the Old ~ella. landowners are hlgh-caste

non-Brahaans and middle-caste non-Brahaans. The coastal delta' s conditions for

paddy cultlvation are less favourable. This led to a larger and .ore

Impoverlshed labour force than in the northem area: 'Iarger because of the

higher peak demand for labor on the more extensive holdings and IOre

impoverlshed because of the lower cropplng intenslty and lower average deaand

for labor' (Bouton 1984:143. original ellPhaslsJ. The wage issue is central to

confllct between landless labourers and landholder aanagers. For agrlcultural

labourers. ellPloyment Is only available for a few IOnths and other

opportunlties are hard to ca.c by. Therefore the level of wages Is a question

of vital importance for survlval. For landholders. lowering the labour cost Is

also key to survival. as productivity is limited (Bouton:1984:172).

fanl calendar and fema~lortLclJ,-ation i!Lagr:Lc.uJJuJ_aJ_lab.ou~

For single and double crop paddy. the yearly cycle of operations

dlffers. In Thanjavur. for the single crop. samba. the nursery preparation

beglns in the IOnth of August. After four to five weeks. paddy seedlings are

transplanted. The duration of the samba crop Is about 180 days. The crop is

harvested around .Id-January to .Id-February. depending on ralnfall during the

northeast IOnsoon. If the IOlsture rellalnlng in the 5011 Is adequate. pulse

crops are sown (Bouton 1984:91). Sawlng of pulses or a green-aanure crop Is

usually done two weeks before the harvest of the paddy. No other operations are

perfor.ed on these post-saba crops. which grow wl th avai lable IOlsture and

will be harvested ln June (Srlnlvasan 1978:23).

Operations starts IUch earller for double cropplng of paddy. In June. the
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nursery of the flrst crop, kuruvai. 15 prepared, ACter three to four weeks•

transplantation starts. The duration of kuruvai is about 120 days. The harvest

takes place ln October. ln the saze mon th. the nursery preparation for the

second crop. thaladi. starts. lt is transplanted from November to December.

then harvested fro. February to lIarch. If water 15 insufflclent. groundnut

replaces the second paddy crop (Bouton 1984:92). In the early 19505 when Gough

studied Thanjavur villages sheperds fra. Ramanathapuram brought thelr sheep to

graze freely in the fields fra. February to June (Gough 1981 :219>-

Gough (1981) describes the yearly cycle of paddy cultivation in

K~bapettal village: how agrlcultural labourers work in the field and how male

landowners supervise the. (213-238). 1I0st of the cultivatlon 15 carrled out by

Harijan labourers.

Fr~ April to June. male labourers dlg channels to draw water to the paddy

fields. Ihen sowlng paddy. male labourers break the clods in the nursery. then

sow the seeds. Feale labourers apply ash to the nursery. After 18 to 27 days.

seedllngs are transplanted. The flrst transplantation has ritual signiflcance.

Each Non-Br~ owner su.lOns about twenty to fifty women labourers according

to hls .cans. Gough explalns:

so.eti.cs .cre wo.en would arrive than had been suœaoned. for women's
work II'lIS searee and there were special small glfts on the first
transplantlng day. OCcaslonally. if several .en [non-Brah.an owners] had
planned thelr flrst transplantlng on the saze day. there was a
shortage of labor and relatives of K~apettaj' s Pallar [Harljan]
wo.en were Qulckly su.lOned fr~ nearby villages. In one case
Non-BraR.an wo.en of the Aabalakkarar caste ca.e to substitute for
Pallathls [feale Pallars]. but usually Non-Bralœan l'OIIen would not
take part ln the hard work of tr2nsplanting exeept in thei r 0110
fa.llles· leased fields (222. ~ e~hasls) •
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For transplantation. male pannaiya/s (about one male to every flfteen feaalesl

brlng the clu.ps of seedllngs to the fields. break them Into saaller bunches.

and drop these beslde each woaan. The woœcn then transplant the•.

Harvest of the first crop. kuruvai. takes place ln Septe.ber/OCtober. 80th

men and women labourers. about twelve people per acre. cut the ripe stalks wlth

se.lclrcular slckles. They bundle the cut paddy in the .crnlng. and thresh It

ln the afternoon. Agaln. both .en and women tak~ part ln threshlng and

wlnnowing. In Thanjavur. pairs of male and female labourers• .cst cc..only

husband and wlfe. are employed for harvesting. threshing and wlnnowlng.

Employment of couples for these operations is prevalent ln Thanjavur (Mencher

and Sarada.cni 1982. also.y interviews ln Oec.1995). Mencher and Sarada.cni

explaln that this unique custa. of Thanjavur Inhlblts widowed or single wamen

fra. earning wages ln harvest related operations. In Chengalpattu wamen work

more pra.inently in harvestlng and threshlng operations (A-161).

Gough's description of the gender division of labour supports Mencher' s.

Sarada.cni's. Sen·s. and others' assumptions that women's labour is signiflcant

in paddy cultivatlon in Indla. But Gough's description of the yearly cycle

a.lts weeding of paddy fields. For weedlng. small groups of labourers are

e~loyed as tea.s. They weed one field one day. another field the next day.

Even owners of s.all farms e~loy outside labour for weedlng.

ln Indla. -est of work for rlce production depends on hlred labour.

Dependence on hlred labour Is even more I~rtant in Thanjavur. where Brahaans

who are forbidden by religion to touch the plough are nuaerous. and where a

large nu.ber of hlgh caste non-BrahDn landowners regard 'It as beneath thel r

dlgnlty to cultlvate their fields' (Gough 1981:45-46). In Thanjavur. even saall

owner-cultlvators do not do all thelr own agrlcultural work and hlre labourers.

slnce transplantlng and harvesting must be done Quickly (ibid. :46).

Dependence on hlred labour Is also hlgh ln other paddy regions of Iodla.
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Accordlng to lIencher (1988). in sOlle Palghat villages <in Kerala. just lIest of

the Kongu). 'even DOng the sllall holdings IIhere the percentage of hired labor

Is 1011er. il never fell beloll 87 percent for plolling and 81 percent for

transplanting and lIeeding' 0021. Women make up for the major part of the

labour force. '[L]andowners on the average used 1I0men for 417 hours per acre of

lIet land per crop season. whereas they used males for only 106 hours per acre'

(liencher 1988:102). lIencher. Saradamoni. and others repeatedly stress the

slgnificance of hired fellale labourers ln paddy cultivation. This is important

slnce 1I000n's role ln Indla' s paddy cultivation tends to be overlooked. Ihat

also needs to be e~haslzed Is that the llajority of paddy field labourers. both

.en and 1I000n. are un(der)~loyed outside the peak seasons. Thanjavur offers

an extre.e case. as this region Is signlficantly IOno-crop orlented: having no

notable Industries other than agriculture and being largely unurbanlzed. there
.-

Is no alternative ellPlo~nt during the slack season of paddy cultivation.

Elploy.ent ln Thanjavur Is especially Iimited in the coastal area of the

Old Del ta. Here Bouton (1984) found that agrarian radical iSIl. measured as

Ca.unist control of panchayats. lias the highest. In this area. not many fields

are double-cropped (about 10 to 20 %of paddy acreage) coa·. ,ared to 33.5 %of

double-cropped area ln the ferti le part of the Old Delta (Bouton 1984:1101.

Today. SOIe twenty years after Bouton's study ln the 1970s. Thanjavur's

un(der)e~loy.ent is stllI acute. In Decellber 1995. In one vi liage located in

the coastal Old Delta near Tlruvarur. Harijan labourers (both lien and wOlen)

explalned to le:

"New. we are transplantlng. lien are pald 30 rupees. and 1I000n 25 rupees
for elght heurs of work. This lIay. we do weedlng. and do harvesting
as weil. There Is SOIe graa (=pulse)-harvestlng after the paddy. But
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vivasayaœ [agricultural "ork) is not avai lable ail through the year.
FrOi the month of Masi [February/March) to Chlttral [Aprll/May). for
three aonths. no vivasâyam Is avallable al ail. le have to stay at
hOlle.•

Fro. February to May. "hen nothlng Is ralsed ln the fields . .ale labourers

might do seme coolie jobs:

1>uring this period. men .Ight go to tOlln for coolie Jobs. aostly ln
house construction. le carry stones.•

lIo"ever:

"For "amen. there are no coolie jobs. loaen have to stay at hoae for
three IIOnths.· ïhey Ile dOlln on the floor doing nothlngl' [Iaughter)
'le do house"ork durlng thls tlme.·

ln another village. four to flve kllometers a"ay. even to get coolie "ork

for men 15 difficult. because of its location farther from the tOllns.

ln Thanjavur. adoption of hybrld seeds and ne" technology occurred at a

slo" pace. Through the years 1960 to 1965. ThanJavur lacked a slgnlflcant yleld­

Inreaslng technology (Bouton 1984:223>. ADT 27 and other high yieldlng paddles

"ere adopted Increasingly in the late 19605. Ho"ever. after the triai of ne~

species. some Thanjavur farmers returned to cultivation of local varlet les. to

samba rlce ln particular. They preferred the ~Id varlet les because they recelve

better priees ln the market. reQuire less labour and other Inputs. and

"Ithstand natural dlsasters better than hybrld species. Even 50. hlgh yleldlng

paddles becaae Important due to thelr shorter perlod of gro"th. The

Introduction of ADT 27 made It possible to Increase the double cropped area

(Bouton 1984:223>. There "as not much Impact from addlng hybrlds ln the head­

end part of the Old Delta. for the major part of thls area "as already double

cropped. In the Ne" Delta. In contrast, kuruvai acreage Increased very sharply
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in thc 1960s and 1970s, as it also did in the tail-cnd of the Dld Oclta ta SOIe

cxtent. "[T]hc shortcr durat ion of ADT 27 freed lllany cul tlvators frOll the

constraints ai lllarginai water supply and control' (Bouton 1984:227).

The adoption of hybrid secds whlch enabled double cropplng lllade the

avallability of hlrcd labour for the peak season crltlcal. Technologlcal change

also increased the labour deœand, as DOre labour was needed for ploughlng,

transplantlng, intensive weedlng, application of fertllizers, harvestlng and

threshing (Bouton 1984:244; see also Rama-urthy 1988). Durlng the period of the

harvest of the f1rst crop and field preparation of the second, the labc::r

shortage became acute. Because of the difflculty of securing the necessary

labour ln thls period, labourers in the taii-end Dld Delta successfu1iy

pressured landowners by strikes ta ralse wages. But the landowners counter­

attacked by IBPOrtlng migrant labourers ta carry out harvesting. Thus, the

labour conflict in this area becaœe more intense after the intensification of

paddy cultivation (Bouton 1984: Gough 1981).

The scope for agrarian employment Is limited by both gender and class or

caste. Gough (1981) CQIPares women' s work between two Thanjavur villages.

Kuabapettal (in the centre of the Dld Delta) and Kirlppur (in east Thanjavur).

She finds that more of Kirippûr's wa.en worked in reiativeiy in~ependent

circUistances and went out ta work (ibid.385). However, in both the villages,

non-agricultural occupations inciuding cookery for teashops, houseaaids and

spinners involve only Brahaan and non-Brahman women, but none of the Harijan

wOllen.

In such a social setting, esplo~nt opportunities for female agricultural

labourers <-Ost\y Harijans) might be better illProved by increasing labour

deaand in cultivation and decreasing seasonal unemployment. This will rCQuire

dIversification of the cropping pattern in Thanjavur. Yet there are sa.e
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restrictive factors for crop diversification. ln some parts of ThanJavur. wherc

soils are clayey and saline. evcn though two-crop paddy 15 possible. no other

crops. such as maize. cholam. glngelly. groundnut or coconut. can be grown.

so.e crops do not like Inundatlon. What Is more. ThanJavur' s landowner managers

are unwilling to change their mono-crop cultivatlon of paddy. One problea Is

marketabi 1ity of other crops. For example. to grow sugarcane and aake profits.

sugar refineries need to be located close by. or transportation need5 to be

adeQuate. and the priee for sugarcane has to be stable. None of these criteria

is satisfled ln ThanJavur. For another. the government of Tamil Nadu procured

ThanJavur farmers' surplus paddy for ratloning. The priee pald for ThanJavur

paddy was better than for the paddy from other districls. thus more profitable

to ThanJavur growers. Below are the rates levled for paddy in the year 1975/76

(Rs. per Quintal [one hundred kilograms):

Coarse
h1ediUII
Fine
Superfine

Thanjavur
90
95

100
105

other dist riets
89
93
98

101
(Srinlvasan 1978:

131-132)

•

Now that government procuremenl of paddy has ceased. 'paddy does not

appear to be such a profitable proposition as il seemed ln 1975' (Srlnlvasan

1978:132>' Srinivasan (ibid.) recolDIDends thal ThanJavur farmers should

diversify cropping patterns in order to use available resources and labour

optiaaIl Y. and deplete soil nutrients less. However. lhe salle author does nol

believe that ThanJavur's IIOno-crop orientation will change:

Special high yielding varieties of maize. greengram. blackgraa.
gingelly. groundnut and coconut could be evolved whlch would enlhuse
the cultlvators to go ln further for such cash crops. But it Is
doubtful if these crops could replace IIOno-crop paddy in ils
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entlrety... Kuruvai and Thaladi are aeant for export to Kerala and
other districts of Taall Nadu respectively... Hence it will bc too
IUch to expect Thanjavur cultlvators to switch over to rotation of
groundnut-llaize-gingeliy.... (Srinivasan 1978:28l.

Ten years after Srlnivasan's study (1978). the iaportance of paddy in

Thanjavur's agricultural production sll~htiy decreased. and other cash crops

Increased as their I13rket priee became attractive. ln the year 1978/88. the

pcrcentage of area under paddy in Thanjavur dropped to 62 %. Total pulses

Increased to 16.5 %. groundnut to 5.1 %. g!ngelly to 5.4%, and cotton to 1.0 %

(5eason and crop report 1978/~. The actual I~act ls greater than this

figure. as the drier part of southwestern Thanjavur where the production of

dry-crops and other non-paddy cash crops was significant. was separated and

fonted the Pudukkottai district together with a part of Tlruchy.

ln tenls of the effect of increasing non-paddy cash crops on labour demand

ln Thanjavur. generally. these crops are female-Iabour intensive (as wi li be

explalned ln the next chapter). and women's on-farm emp!oyment hecomes more

favourable. However. depending on who Increased the acreage of these cash crops

the 11IP\lcatlons will dlffer. If the increase Is confined to owner-cultivators

of sllall lands. i t might Imposed heavier work ioads on WODen of the fami Iy. who

already particlpale ln fanl work to a signiflcant degree. This is because

smallhoiders cannot afford to hire more outside labour as they need cash for

other Inputs. If the increase is not limlted to small hoiders. female hired

labour as weil as male labour will he more in demand. However. we need more

data to assess to what extent the current level of cash cropping in Thanjavur

changed the ellPloyment opportunities as a whole.

ln SUi. the case of Thanjavur shows relatively high femaie labour

participation in wet rlce agriculture in peak seasons. but a shortage of year

round CllPloymcnt. The degree of un(der)employment is especially serious in the
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tail-end of irrigation systems in the Dld Delta. where cultivation is

mono-crop oriented. and paddy is usually single-cropped. The shift toward cash

crops probably entails higher female participation. Eaploymcnt for feaale

landless workers will increase. provided that more managerial landowners

diverslfy their cropping. Landless labourers' s eaploymcnt may not incrcase if

it is only small owner-cultivators that diversify their cropping pattern.

Yales have more opportunity for migrant labour than females. although

soaetimes coolie jobs such as carrying soil and stones are locally availablc

for the females.

Social class overrides gender in the division of labour. Yajor operations

of paddy cultivation. that is. transplanting. weeding and harvesting are

carried out mainly by those of landless marginai households. ln dricr parts of

Thanjavur. where garden and dry crops are important. the utilization of both

male and female family labour within owner-cultivator households 15

comparatlvely high. Variation in the social relations of agricultural

production between wetter and drier areas of Thanjavur presents a view in

miniature of state-level variations wlthin Tamil Nadu.
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Chapter 5

Dry cu/t;vat;on in the Kongu reg;on

ln this chaptcr. 1 draw on SODe litcraturc on agro-econocic conditions and

fCRlc participat ion in agriculture in the Kongu region. 1 also introduce

material froc my 0.0 fieldwork to exaaine how woaen's participation is

influenced by cropping pattern. labour deaand. the geJ'lder divisioh of labour,

and the regional social structure.

The Kongu region. located on the upper Kavcri in western Taail Nadu. is

an upland basin area (about 400 to 600 meters above sea level) with low

rainfall and little river irrigation. The region is surrounded by the Western

Ghats and other hills. To the west. there is a sail gap in the lOuntains

called Palghat. "The southeast is the only direction in which passage is not

illPOsed by high hi Ils' (Beck 1972:22). In ancient periods. one of the IIClst

illPOrtant trade routes passed froc the Malabar coast in present-day Kerala

through Palghat. along the Noyyi 1 (a branch of the Kaveri river). to the

southeast of Kongu. finally reaching the Kaveri delta. Along this route. ge.s.

garments. and spices were carried and exported to Roae. Greece and Egypt

(Madras District Gazetteers. Coimbatore 1966:25-26). Kongu embraces today's

Periyar district (foraerly the eastern half of Coimbatore district). parts of

the districts of Coimbatore. Salem. Tiruchchrappalli, and Madura:.

FOr"EtJ_o_n_of_the KOngu_s~~iety

Kongu has been inhabited for a long period from at least the beginning of

the Ncol ithic period (Raaaswaai 1967). However. because the western and

southern tracts are largely forests ar~ jungles. the PJPclation used to be

sparse. Pastoral and hunting pcoples, who originally inhabited the region••ere
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~radually pushed away into DOre aar~inal hill ra~es by i..igrants. Th~ new

settlers cleared forests. opened lands for cultivation. and established

villages. The prvcess was intcnsified thro~h the tenth to thirteenth centuries

,1..0.. when Kongu was developed as a 'buffer state' (Baker ;384:200) for the

Chola ki~dos in the Kaveri delta. It seems that nUBerous Brahaans. Vellalas.

and others of service professions such as barbers and carpenters ca.e fros the

lowcr Kavcri to settle in this region (Arokiaswami 1956. cited in Madras

District Gazetteer. Coimbatore 1961; also citcd in Beck 1972).

Kongu did not reaain under the control of one particular Taail or Mysore

kingda. for a long period but continucd to be pcriphcral. and the local ruJers

had been rather autonosous. In DOre recent history. several waves of migrants

rcached the Kongu regions. In the fourteenth to the fi:teenth century.

Kannada-speaking people. any of them DusinessllCn fros Mysore'. ca.e to Kongu

(Beck 1972:32). Ouring the period fra. the fifteentb to eighteenth century. a

pol il ical link wi th the Vijayanagar kingda. and later wi th the Mar!Jrai Nayakas

bccaIDC established. In that period a large nUllber of Telugu speakers from

Andhra Pradesh ca.e as adIDinistrators. officiaIs. and priests. ln addi tion.

there were migrants seeking business and job opportunities: IICrchants.

artisans. cultivators. agricultural labourers. and others of service

occupations (Beck 1972:32).

The influx of migrants aight have created a tension with the already

establ ished agrarian cOlDlDllllity. including cultivators. agricu!I.Jral 1abourers.

and various service castes. who Identlfled themselves wlth thelr local region.

This group had strong attachlent to the land. They obtalned their Ilvelihood

from the soli: cultivators and agricultural labourers from farming; and pucâris

(non-Brahaan priests). barbers. washerllCn. etc.• fros paYIICnt in kind in return

for their services to cultivators. This local group might have seen newcOllCrs

as a threat. since i..igrant farllCrs and artisans brought new technologies and
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systeas of social and cultural organlzatlon (Stein 1980: Ludden 1985[1989]:46).

lhat is .ore. these people frQi the north .ere econoelcally 1ndependent.

This antagonis. seeas to have blfurcated Kongu society: one group who ca.e

to he referred to as the Right-hand division havlng a strong affiliation to the

land; and the other Left-hand division Includlng bath l,)Ca 1 and newly-arrlved

.erchants and artisans. Beck (1972) contends that the Gounders (Iongu

Vellalars) were the role .adels for ail other .elbers of the Right-~ld

division. Thus. political and cerelOnial unlts of the Gounders functl~.ed as

such for other .elbers as weil. In particular. GounCler leaders .ere consldered

as the final adjudicators for ail other castes ln this division (Beek 1972;

72-77). This suggests that the perceptions. values. and way of life of the

Gounders .ere accepted .ore or less as no~s for those ln the Right hand

division.

Discussion about the left and right caste~ is Interesting. but It is

heyond the scope of this thesis. lhat Is i~rtant here are the I~llcatlons of

the Gounder .adel for the gender division of labour. Sparse popUlation ln this

region rendered fa.ily labour ~ch .ore valuable than in a densely populated

region. Gounder far.ers put high value on hard work both by laies and felales

in the fields. lOien .ork on the the land. especially their own fa.ily land.

was not only acceptable. but appreciated. Thanks to this Gounder .adel. ~n' s

fa~ labour .as valued sociaily as IUch higher ln Kongu than in intensive rice

regions. where. in contrast. cultivation jobs tended to be assoclated .lth fa~

servants. and la. castes and HariJans. In this vie-. fa~ work in .et regions

correlated .ith 10. social status. although their contribution was econoeically

significant and .ight streng~hen their status rlthln their households. The

Gounder agriculturist .adel stressing direct involve.ent in cultivation seeas

to serve a better econolic opportunity a~d recognition for ~n.
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~ricu!tu!e_ iJ:,_K~~

Dry cultlvatlon concentrated on food ~raln production untll the .Iddle of

the nlneteenth century. Ih longu. cœbu .1 Ilet was once the 80St coœonly

grown. follO'lled by cholu and ragi. Poor '0115 needed to be fallO'lled to

recover the nutrlents. and these fallowed lands were used for grazlog cattle.

Kongu bas been fuous for cattle of the Kangayu specles. whlch are sturdy and

very good for draught anlals. langayu cattle were ralsed IlOt only for local

use. but also for expert to 80re fertile deltaic reglons through nU8erous

aarkets and falrs (chandai) (Baker 1984:203).

The solls pred08lnant in the Kongu area were black and red. The black

solls in the reglon were neavy. Ilable to waterlog .nen wet and tessellate

when dry' (Baker 1984:201>. Very stroog cattle were needed to ploogh tbese

solls. The red solls. 0lI the other band. were 'light. thin. and thus usually

unproductlve unless assisted by irrigation' (Baker 1984:201>' ln Kongu. the

rlvers were not perennial. and year-round irrigation was not possible. Tanks.

which were vital Irrigation sources in the plain regions. were IlOt viable due

ta the Kongu reglon's sparse and undependable rainfall. absorbent soils. and

high .cao te8PCrature which aakes water evaporate Quickly (Baker 1984: 201).

Since around the Dlneteenth century. far.ers in Kongu resPQDded to this

envirOll8Cnt by iDtensifYlog their cultlvation .ethoàs. They invested iD good

strong cattle sa tbat heavy black soils could be tilled by ox-plough. They dug

80re wells. which were exPeQsive IlOt only for the l.-edlate costs of diggiog.

but because of the risk tbat water .ight not C08e out at ail. In addi tiOll. OlIce

wells were dug. cattle were needed for drawiog water. ail of which ude weil

Irrigation costly (cf. Attwood 1992). Yet once established. good wells could

irrigate fields with certalnty. on the condition tbat they were carefully used.

CultlvatlOll in longu thus developed around the well-irrigated lands cailed

t6ttaJI. or 'garden hnds'. Multitudes of crops were cultivated or. garden lands:
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cotton. groundnut. chi 1les. tobacco. and s~ar. Carden cul tlvatlon rapldly

expanded as weil dlgging l1li1 tlplled. In the Col8batore district. the nœber of

weil s was around 18.000 to 22.000 at ti.~ tum of the 19th centurv; 27.097 ln

the 1814 census; and 35.411 by 1854. 'In the followlng year. the Brltls.'l

aboi 1shed special rates of assess.ent [of taxJ on garden cultlvatlon'. and 3S ~

resu1t. the m_ber rose to 57.437 by 1872. and to 64.985 by 1S8O. "rhese JUlber

had rooghly trlpled to the point where there was roughly one per cul tlntor'

(Baker 1984:202).

Since the second half of the 19th centurv. agrlcul ture ln Itongu ~eveloped

.uch IIOre rapldly than ln other areas in Tull Nadu. Nineteenth and

twentieth-centurv British adalnlstrators and authors often IlOted the f~er

fa r.e rs' expertise. hard work. and wealth (Baker 1984:200) --a reputatlon whlch

they enjoy even today. In Kongu. 1 eyself ns overwhelled by Counder fallers'

enthusias., hard work. knowledge. constant efforts. and thelr prlde ln

agr icu1ture.

Markets for cash crops expanded as transportation laproved. then rallways

opened in the last Quarter ~f the nineteenth centurv. new trading centres

e.erged: 'Erode for chi 1ies and tobacco. Ti ruppur and CoI.batore for cot ton.

~vanashl and Pollachi for groundnut' (Baker 1984: 205). Kongu fallers Qulckly

responded to aarket growth br producing acre cash crops. suited to their garden

lands.

Cultivation of cotton. which had a long hlstorv ln the reglon. was

Increased in response to the deaand created by the ~r1can civil war. tbough

production decreased at the end of the nr. Then It increased agaln as the

priee ln world aarket reeovered. transportation iaproved. and a varlety called

Caabodlan ns Introduced to Itongu a:xl successfu\\y adopted. Tobacco ns

expensive to grow. reQuiring carefu\ waterlng 'lut It could get a hlgh profit

per acre. The eul tiva tion of groundnut started ln Kongu around the first IOrid
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war. It .as already a Ili!Jor cash crop outslde Kongu ln the plains reg:Oll where

groundnut .as raised .ith a .inilli!l Invest.ent. However. the kind adopted in

Kongu .as grown .!th Irrigation and .cire labour. and ylelded .uch .cire per acre

(Baker 1984:206-207). According to Baker (1984). the Quick response of Kongu

far.ers to a growing lli!rket for cash crops .as due to the .ethods of

cultivation alread~ practiced:

Kongunad far.ers .ere accustOied to .orking at relatively high levels
of capitalization and Intenslty and thus it -as cOllP3ratlvely easy --and
very prof! table- to .cive towards a far larger proport Ion of
cash-crops... they already Ime. the techniques for the production of
cash-crops on thotta gardens and on the black-soli tracts... (Baker
1984:205) .

The rapid growth of cultivatiOll in Kongu in the late 19th century caused

a labour shortage, since garden cul tivat ion needed continuous labour through

out the year. The labour shortage .as partly solved by a large nuaber of

.igrant labourers fra. outside Kongu. [n the early 20th century, landless

labourers in Kongu .ere paid better than in other regions. and thus Kongu could

attract labourers (Baker 1984:209). Baker also explains that pe~ent fanl

servants in Kongu .ere treated .uch better than pannaiyals in the intensive

rice reg ions. and they .ere '.cire 1ike an extension of fui Iy labour" (Baker

1984:209). This .ay be an exaggeration, considering the harsh reality as an

agricultural labourer. even in Kongu. Yet it is true that the nature of

agrarian conflict in Kongu .as and is quite different fra. that in deltaic

regions. Conflict in the regions of intensive rice cultivation deveioped as

agricultural labourers' struggled for better status, capaigning against

exPloitation by landowners. In contrast, conflicts in Kongu are often the

.anifestation of cultivators' ca-paigns organized against govern.ent policies

on agriculture, crop prices. subsidies. etc., and are not labour-lIi!038e.ent
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confllcts (Gough 1981:104) .

The Intensive style of cultlvation ln Kongu favoured fe.ale labour.

On t6ttu. any crops are grown ln order to reduce the rlsk of prlce

fluctuations and natural disasters such as drought. insect attacks, and plant

dlseases. Unlike IOno-crop cultlvation. thls .eans dlfferent operations are

needed at the sue period for dlfferent crops. IIost tasks reQulred for prden

crops were carried out by both .ale and feale fsally labour supple.ented by

hlred labour.

Raaa.urthy (1988) exa.ines the I~ct uf agricultural Intensification on

woeen' s work ln a dry village of Andhra Pradesh. whlch becue canal- lrrlpted

in the 1950s. She finds that irrigation enabled the villagers to grow paddy,

irrigated cotton. tobacco. irrlgated groundnut and chllies. ConseQuently, as

the necessary operations Increased. lIaOy tasks becue ava lIable for wo.en, and

a draaatic transforaat ion in wOIen' 5 work occurred:

ln contrast to the 25 woaan-days for jowar [cholaal. ~addy requires 53
lI011aO-days per acre. COII\lared to 44 days for rainfed cotton. lrrigated
cotton reQuires 112 wOIIan-days per acre and cOll\lared to 23 days for
rainfed groundnut irrigated groundnut requires 45 lI011an-days (1988:9-10).

Ra-a-urthy explains that irrigated agriculture can increase lI01en's

opportunities to work and earn IDre. and that diversifled cropping including

feale-labour-intensive crops such as onion and cotton could be IDre

beneficial for woeen (1988:24). Her conclusion. hOllever, is that the

intensification of agriculture lias not beneflcial to feale agricultural

labourers and arglnal cultivators.

ln facto '" the technlcal organlzation of labour has changed sc that
even the saallest cultivator needs to hlre non-fsally labor at certain
tiieS ln the crop cycle. To alnlaize the cost of hlred labor, fsally
labor is used as auch as possible. IIoreover. the financlal intenslty of
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1rrlgated agrlcul ture --the need to purchase seed. fertillzer.
pesticides. etc.-- forces.oIen fre. .arglnal households to work on
other fanls as weil to generate cash IncOies (1988:15. -r e.phasls). 2

(n Kongu. a transfol1l3tlon sl.lIar to that shown ln IlaII:œJrthy' s vll1age

study had already occurred by the .Iddle of the nlneteenth century. The

difference fre. IlaII:œJrthy's case study is that HYV~ (hlgh yleldlO8 varleties)

were not yet known at the ti.e of Intensification III Kongu. Therefore. Kongu

wOien .cre not 'forced' to work to the sa.e er.tent to finance the Inputs of

HYVs. Overall. changes ln cultlvatlon increased delland for fcale faHy labour

in Kongu. Ihether the Increase ln fanl work oppartunlty Is favourable for

wOien or not. however. depends on each wc.an' s situation.

Industrr as a source of fe.ale elPio~t

The textile Industry developed around the Collbatore area as cotton was

an abundant crop. Hand spinni08 and handlOOll weavi08 are uong the oldest

industries in the region. In Chennialai. coarse cotton saris are woven fre.

yam obtalned fre. local .HIs and fre. coloured yam obtalned fra- IIadurai. In

CoI.œtore and Dharapura. si lk is i~rted fra- lIysore. then dyed and woven

into silk saris. Block-printed cloths are ade in Tiruppur. Chinnialai. and

Col.œtore (lladras District Gazetteers. Col.œtore: 324-327). The rapid

industrial growth of Coi.œtore city. the 'llanchester of South India'. is due

to the develop.ent of hydro-electricity fre. the Pykara Falls in the 193Os.

whlcb led to tbe booa ln cotton textile .111108 (1995 Indla Handbook:890). In

the surroundlO8 villages. there are nu.crous textile-related ho.e Industries.

such as splnnlO8 yam and weavlO8. where bath .en and wo.cn are eçloyed.
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~~L~ill~

Koduaanal. located on the northem bank of the Noyyal (also spelled

Noyyi () river, is a revenue vi liage in the Perundurai taluk. Perlyar district.

Koduaanal village (graaro contalns three hulets or villages (Ilr): Koduaanal.

Kup~layaa and Sivlyarpalayaa. In the 1991 census. the total population is

934 (ales 469 and feules 465) ln an area of 70S.3 hectares. Uong the three

Ilrs, KodUllall31 is the aln vlliage with about 80 bouseholds and 300 people.

Most of these (about 60 households) are Gounders who are baslcally landorner­

cultlvators. Seven Christian (Scheduled Caste) bouseholds were Inltlally

located 200 .eters south of the aln habitation area. After the new daa {Iooded

their bouses. ail of the.lOved to about SOO .cters east to the aln village.

where they establ ished their 'colony' in 1993. The second Ilr, Kuppaapalayaa Is

located one kilo.eter north of the ain village. Its population Is about 350

people. with approxiaately 80 households, of which about 30 are Nadars and SO

are Harijans (Non-Christian Scheduled Caste). In teras of occupation. aany

Nadars aake their living by tapping pal.yra Pdl. trees, a very hazardous and

laborious job. The Harijans are coapletely bilingual ln Telugu (thelr IOther

tongue) and Taail (the language used outside the faaily). Most of the. work as

agricultural labourers for Gounder landowners. By 1995. a new residential area

('new colony') was set up, and now half of the Harijan hOUseholds live there.

The thlrd Ilr. Siviyarpalayaa. 1. S ka east of KodUllall3I. had a dozen Gounder

households as weil as a few different castes. By now, it is under the daa

water. and the people were forced to evacuate. The rest of the village

population is thinly scattered. 1 will use the nale Koduanal to Indlcate the

uin vlliage froa now on.

In the ain village. Koduaanal. IOSt of the households recelve

electrlcity. and have radios. Soae of the. have had telephones since 1986.

Three faailies have television sets. in addition to the one belonglng to the
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village panchayat (councll hall>' There Is one ele.entary school (up to grade

flve) wlth two penaanent teachers. Ali the students are provlded wlth a .id-day

~al at school, whlch Is a Tull Nadu goveruent progru. IIalls are delivered

dally. No household regularly subscribes to any newspaper. Most of the chlldren

can now read and wrlte, ln contrast to the adults, especlally WOllen over .iddle

age who largely are Illiterate. Tuil aagazines of varlous genres are wldely

read.

Koduaanal has ne hospitals, bi~ical doctors. or traditlonal .edical

pract 1tiooers. Those who can afford to go to hospitals in T1ruppur as need be.

There are ne .idwives el ther, and Gounder wOIIen go to the tom hospl tal br

chlldblrth. Apri.ary health care centre is located at a nearby village.

Raaalingapuru. whlch is a few kllOIIeters away. This centre serves thlrteen

villages. AWOllal1 health worker vlsits four villages including Kodu.anal.

vacclnates infants and also distributes contraceptives.

By 1995. seven water spigots were built. Previously. water for bathing and

dish washing was dram fre. a large weIl wlth a .ctor. located at the center of

the village. 'ater fre. this well was uppu tanni C'salted water'). net drinking

water. Naila tanni ('good water') needed to be fetched fre. about 500 .eters

away. Beth the wells were used by caste Hindus: Christians had to go further

away for their drinking water.

The villagers set up a .ilk cooperative. which collects .i!k in the

village and sells il at Tiruppur tom There is a goveruent shop where

subsldized rlce, wheat, oil. and other rations are sold. Two other shops are

privately omed: they sell a s.all variety of vegetables. splces. tea. coffee,

swcets. juice, etc.

Aariculture in Kodu.anal:

VIIlagers call thelr fa~ing 8ânâvari. or dry cultivatlon on the rain-fed
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tracts. Ca.pared to the taluk as a whole. the crops ralsed ln the village are

1i.ited: no paddy. tapioca. or castor are grown. The .aln crops are chola.

cotton. groundnut and gi08elly. The solls prevalent are red and sandy. and not

of good Quality. Koduaanal is bordered on the south by the Noyyll river whlch

dries uP duri08 half the year. There are a few anicuts (river diversion

syste-s bullt of stone) along the Noyyil. KodUlaOaI does not beneflt froe the•.

as the strea flows in lower areas. Far-i08 in this village IOstly depends on

rainfall. whlch fluctuates yearly as IUch as 35~ (Madras District Cazetteers.

Coi.œtore:16l. Dry. unirrlgated rain-fed fields are called k~du. Soee Counder

landowners privately own wells eQuipped with IOtor-PUIPs. and thus garden

lands. tottu. lrrigated by these wells. Each tadu or tOttu ls called a

distinct nac. such as 'fig-tree totta'. 'big iadu'. or 'Kuppusal' s totta' .

The flrst fa~i08 season generally begins around July-August. ln June.

stro08 wiods bIow in this region. Ihen the showers cc.e. around July-August •

.ajor crops are sown: tobacco. ragi. gree08ra irrigated and unirrigated

cotton and groundnut. ana unirrlgated chola. These crops are harvested IOstly

in the IOOths of Dece.ber-January. Between February and March. cotton stalks

re.aini08 in the fields are ail pulled out. The second season beglns around

Iluch. when irrigated chola and gi08elly are sown. These are harvested froe

Ilay to August. The busiest season falls in August and Sep te.be r. Fra. June to

July fa~i08 slows down. whlch allows uny life-cycle cerelOnies and weddlO8s

to be beld. Figure 5.1. shows the ujor crop seasons of thls village. Ac tua1

sowlO8 and harvesti08 dates are subject to var/i08 ralnfali and change every

year. Certain rotation patterns are preferred in Koduaanal: Tobacco is rotated

with periya chola or cUllbu. groundnut or gi08elly w\th cotton or fox .illet.

and chola with gingelly.

Kinds of crops sown depend on ooe's landholdi08: Its slze. 5011 Quality.

and irrigation. Usually the villagers try to diversify their crops. w\th
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lobacco and cotton taking flrst priority as cash crops. Thus. taxi.i'. a fourty

ycars old Goundcr lloaan of a big landholding fa-ily. explains:

lith a one acre field. we plant ha!f an acre each of tobacco and cotton.
With tllO acres. 1 acre of chola. is added. The chola- Includes both food
and fodder chola-. lith 2.5 acres. further half an acre of groundnut is
added. If Ile have 8llre land. IIOre chola- Is planted. If Irrigation Is
avallable. Ile can grow cotton. tobacco. and groundnut. If irrigation is
very good. even paddy and suga rcane .ay be som.

11er fa-i\y has 46 acres. of whlch about five acres are tolta-. the rest is

kadu. The fa-Ily yearly harvests about 500 kg of tobacco. 500 kg of cotton.

300 kg of ctmbu. 300 kg of glngelly. one ton of groundnut. and 200 kg each of

fox .illet and yellow chola-. A80ng landomers. the percentage of totta- to the

entlre holdings varies. In another case. a Gounder omer-cul tivator fa-i\y has

thi rty acres of land. of IIhlch about 20% is toltaJI. For the year 1994. this

fa-Ily planted 2 acres of tobacco. 4 acres of cotton rotated lIith 4 acres of

groundnut. and 4 acres of glngelly. In addition. over ten acres of chola- lias

planted. The rest lias put in fallow. FrOll these examples. it Is clear that a

dry-land far8Cr's lIealth really depends on his holdings of totta-. The scope

of .y study did not alloll 8C to investigate further the distribution of

landholdings in this village. Fra. interviells and observations. 1 estillate

that about five Gounder fa-illes om IOre than thirty acres of land. and BOst

other Gounders have less than ten acres.

~deLc!.tvision of labour:

Sole tasks are preferably done by .en. others by 1I000n. the rest are

carried out by both. The tasks which are considered to belong to .en. in this

village. include seed-bed preparation by plough. IIaking irrigation channels and

drawing water to the field. intercultivation by plough or hoc. and application
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of pesticides. 'inno.lng and clearing of harvested products arc ~eneral!y

.o-en' s .ork in Koduaanal. The follo.lng table (5. 1.) ~ives so-e Idea of the

~ender division of fanl .ork in this village. The table .as constructed uslng

data draW'1 fro••y intervie.s and observations. and Is by no -eans cOllPlete.

Most of the landowning Gounders in this vllla~e .ork ln the fields

the.selves••Ith the help of hlred labourers. Most cOllOnly. husbands and .Ives

.ork together in their faaily fields. ~ng such couples. the division of

labour is not very rigid. and It is a latter of accOllOdatlon and voluntary

arrange.ent bet.een the couple. In so-e cases. for exa.ple. the .Ife takes care

of the cattle. by washing and feeding the.. ln other cases. thls is donc by the

husband. Or they take tums. dcpending on each other's tasks. 'eeding varlous

garden crops is done by both. Grown-up children (sons and unaarried daughtcrs)

also join .ith their parents in the fanl .ork. Before dawn. Goundcr -en go to

the field and start .orking. The ti-e of IOming .hen a .oean can leave her

ho-e for the field depends on her house.ork responsibllities. depending on

.hether shc has bables or children; .hether she finds so-eone to take care of

them: .hethcr her mother. her mother-in-Ia•. her grown-up daught~r. or daughter­

in-la. availabl rhethcr she has to do ail the housekeepjng alonc. or has

so-eone to help her. In this village. there are no large cxtended faallies

--lOstly nuclear and ste. faailics. Arrangement of child care also depends on

.hether relatives (such as a husband' s slster) 1ive nearby.

lœen' s work as GolJ!)der own~r-cu 1tj_'(~t.o.r.s

This diary follo.s one woaan' s work over two days. As noted. Laxi.l. wlth

her faaily. owns a relatively large tract of land (46 acres).

A day of work for Laxi.i. May 31. 1989

Laxi.i got up just before dawn. She sent her husband out to the field
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• T:,bll' fi. 1. Gtmder dlv/~'on of IUlour .vnong (o,,"er) cultlvators, Kod<.manal

wolk'n

(otton

~roundnut

tabacca

-Wl'l'dins:
-application of ~alt/fl'rli!i/"r

-thinnins:
-harvest ins:
-processing cotton

-weedins:
-di~ir~ out the plant~

-plucking off the ~raundnul

-transplantation
-thinning
-application of salt
-weeding
-harvest leaves
-carrying the. ta the

th:eshing f100r

-~l"l'd-tlt'd preparaI il'o
-appl kat ion of ins",t k id,'s and

fl'rl i 1il.t'r~

-wl'l'dins:
-watl'rins:

-~l'l'd-bl'd prl'parat ion
-sow im: st.'L'ds

-wl'edins:
-watering
-appl icat ion of inse,t icide

-nursery and sel'd bed preparat ion
-watering
-weeding

gingeliy
(ses3llC)

chal 311

-so.ing sesame seeds
-harvest iog
-dehusking
-.iono.ing
-.ecding

-.eeding
-drying ears

-seed-bed preparation
-.aterins:

(According to the vi //agers..1/4 of lIork

for gingcl/y is donc by 1I0000000nJ

-seed-bcd preparation
-so.ing

•
vegetabll's -.eeding

-harvl'sting

cUibu (-no .el'ding)
-harvest iog

Source: /ly field.ork. 1995

-seed-bcd preparation
-application of pesticides and

fl'rU 1izl'rs

-seed-bcd preparation
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which is one klloll<·ter away. Around ~ix o' c1ock. she served coffee to her sons

and herself. Il''r Ilomiru: routine star.ed with churniru: butter out of .ilk.

followed hy I(rlndins: dried peas for breakfast vadai (cutletl. She fed her

chickens. washed the dishes froll the previous day. cleaned inside and around

the house. and cooked breakfast. About 8:30 a. Il. she broUl(ht breakfast to her

husband in the field. She picked a basket full of cotton until ten. Then she

broUl(hl it back to her house. where she took apart the cotton and sorted it

inlo beltpr and lesser I(rades. bagging the. separately.

At noon. she prepared lunch. 11er husband calle back hOIle. had lunch. then

went back to the field. The heat was severe on thal day. and Laxi.i took a

rest. Iying down with her three-year old nephew. for twenty .inutes. Then. she

took out a bag of harvested cotton bolls and slarted ginning again. Around

lhree in the aflernoon. two wOllen neighbors visited her. They exchanged SOllC

news. but she and her guests continued the salle work. together. while chatting.

At four o·clock. Laxi.i went back to the field. gave water and feed to the

buffalocs. goats. and hens. Then she picked SOlle cotton in the field. At about

six-thirty or seven. she went back home alone. and started cooking supper.

which was served around 9:00 p.ll. 11er husband returned hOllC around 8:00 p.1lI.

Aday of work for Laximi on June 18. 1989

ln the 8Ornlng. Laximl did her routine work. beginning with butter

churning. At 10:30 a.L she went to the weil of 'good water'. 0.6 kil away. to

fetch drinkillG water wi th her younger brother' s wife. (Iater was drawn. using a

rope and a saall water pot). She filled a big. heavy stainless steal pot with

water. placed il on her head. and carrled il hoIIC. (She aakes thls short trip

once every three to flve days). Around noon. she went to the field. carrylng

lunch for her husband. They ate together at the barn. In the afternoon. three

lIarljan woaan workers. who are often called for thls faally's fanl work. ca-e
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to the barn. They winnowed sesa..., sl'cds tll Sl'paratc thl'. froll lIIJd and dust.

Thcse sesalllC seeds had been harvestcd scveral days prcviously. taken out of

the pods. and collected tOl\ether. Laxl.i supcrvlscd thesc wOllen' s work.

herself abo winnowirll\ wlth the•. Threc wotlCn labourers salll: a Tcl\U.'U SOlll: for

winnowinll. The barn bcca-c very dusty insi1c. Scsa-c secds arc very oily. and

everyone becace blackencd frOll head to foot at the end of four hours of work.

Cleaned seeds were bagged. Laxi.i thanked these wOllen for their work. paid each

of the. five rupees and a bal\ of sesa-c seeds. Thal eveninll. her husband

finished supervisirll\ plouchacn workirll\ in the field of lobacco. Laxi.1 and her

husband wenl back hOlle together around 6:00 p.•.

It was once noraal for Gounder woacn to work in the field. These days.

however. among the medlua sized and larl\er landholdirll\ fa.ilies. woacn 1\0 less

to the fields and arc less directly involved in cultivation. Gopalas3lli who

owns 30 acres says:

'Once ail the Gounder woacn took carl' of catlle. and did I13ny tasks in
the field. Nowadays. they stay more and DOre at hoac.·

However. l'ven Gounder wOllen of big landowners do not cOIPletely withdraw

from fanl work. GopalasaDi's w~fe. Govindamaal:

'In the IIOrning, 1 go to the field. 1 have to go to garden if this
person (her husb~nd) Is not there. But 1 do not go aIl the tlac. Ibcn
they (acn in general) go to the field. we (woacn) do not have to go.
1 have to feed .y children, and send the. out to school.·

Interviews need ta be carefully interpreted taking into account direct

observations: in facto GovindaMa1 actually gocs to the field ln the IIOrnlng as

often as she l'an.

Gounder WOllen of I13rglnal landowners work longer hours in the field.

Owners of larger faras l'an afford hl ring labourers for intense fara operations•
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and wIJll('n I13Y supervise labourcrs' work. as just secn above with Laxi.i, or

stay at ho.c to do othcr work, Goundcr wolK'n of .ar~inal fa.i 1ics work very

hard and SI*' do cool je work as weil.

.~ landless labourers:

Yencher. 5aradalOni. and othcr authors clarified the iKPQrtance of fellale

a~rlcultural labourers' contribution to paddy cultlvation. But the si~ificance

of fe.ale aRrlcultural labour in dry re~ions has not yet been explaincd. In

Kodu.anal. woecn a~ricultural labourers are much tIOre iKPQrtant than .ale

labourers in tenls of the aDOunt of work perfonlCd. Yale labourers are e~loyed

aainly for ploughing. seed-hed preparation. and SOIe inter-cultivation. Female

labourers. on the other hand. are esployed for sowing seeds. transplanting of

ragi. cUlbu and tobacco. hand weeding. harvesting. and harvest-relatcd

operations. The kind of work for which they are e~loyed is shown in the

following table 5.2. (.ade frDe interviews).

ln interviews. male and fellale labourers explained that they will work for

any Gounder families. SoDe develop strong ties with particular Gounder

fa.ilies. who cali the. first for work. Although they arc not attached

labourers. Gounder landowners sOleti.es refer to the. as 'our f~ily's

workers' .

In this dry recion. total crop acreage waxes and wanes. and the kinds of

crops sown differ frDe one year to another. lithout rainfall. they cannat

cultlvate IUch. Gopalas~y explains:

'If there is good rain and there are plenty of weeds. we will cali for
five or six labourers. in the year of little rain. there is not IUch
work to he done. Yaybe we ca Il one or two persons. '

The lest intensive tasks which reQuire aany hired labourers are the wecding of

various crops and cotton harvesting. Bath Gounder landowners and Hariian
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• Table 5.2. Division of labour for agrlcultur&1 labourers. Koduman&1

cholam

tobacco

ragi

cuabu

collon

.owen

-ha rvcs li ru::

-transplantiru::
-the lst .ccding by hand

-t ransp1anli ru::
-.ccding
-harvcst ing

-transplant ing
-harvcs li ng
(no .ecd ing)

-.ceding fallo.cd cotton
fields

-.eeding
-ha rves ling

...·n

-ploUl:hiru::

-ploUl:hiru::
-the 2nd .eediru:: by hoc

-ploughing

-ploughing

-p!oughing

groundnut -.ecding
-harvest ing
-plucking off the peanut

----------_.~_._-- --

-ploughing

sesa.e -solljng
-harvesting
-lIinIlOlIing

-ploughing

•

vegetables ----

Source: My fjeldllork. 1995
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w"rkcrs answe n'd tha 1 no t on 1y wo~'n bu t al so .en ca'i do thcsc tasks. lIowcvl' r:

1Ien can pick l'ollon, but the wal:c is not hll:h. 50 .cn won't do il.'
Olarijan labourcrs)

Wal:cs for ccrtain tasks arc fixcd. rCl:ardlcss of I:l'nder. Yet usually .ale

al:rieultural labourers arc paid Rs.~O per day for tasks such as p\oUl:hiOl: and

hoeiOl:.•hile fe8alc labourers arc only paid Rs.20 for various tasks. Ihen

unellPloyed in the field . .ale labourers find coolie jobs in tOlms. In Tiruppur.

they arc ellPloYl'd in Banian ea-panies .hich produce cotton knit w1derwear and

various c\othes. ,1.150 in Chl'nni~lai, they work for weavins factories. FrOll

this village. only .en go to .ork in Tiruppur or Chenniaalai. as there is great

hesitation about wc.en' s traveling to town for .age work.

The availability of off-fanl ellPloYlCnt for aale agricultural labourers

ereates 80re on-fanl ellPlov-ent opportunities for fe.ale \abourers. Thus rain

fluctuation affects fe.ale labourers econOllically .ore than the .en. Though

wOien labourers .ight occasionally do SOIe coolie work near the village. such

as road construction and rl'pair organized by the govern.ent. such ellPloYlCnt

opportunit ies are sti Il very li.ited.

The .. illlPacto~JiJ:.uP9Ur~s_r.~LdJ.L.8.r1l-ri!!LJl!d.u.strï.-oJLvjJ.I"lg!Lec:.o.l)~

Agriculture was and is the 80st illPOrtant occupation for .ost of the

villagers. Although. with a fa80us weavins centre nearby. SOie participated in

activities such as spinnins yarn and handlOOII weavins at hc.e. these are not

the .ajol occupations in Kodusanal. In 1989. a school teacher tenachins in

Kodusanal but originally froe Kanniyakumari, which is an educationally advanced

area. explained:

'In thls village. the dreaa of ~st of the children's dreaa is to beCOie
a good far-er Ilke their fa ther. But ln Kanniyakusari. all students want
to be doc tors. teachers. enslneers. pilots•... •
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This narrative tell,; us how Koru.:u fal1ll'rs' enthusiaslI for a.:riculture is passl'd

on to thdr children. This Coa<'S froa thl' hiJo:h standard of KO"""1 a.:rlculturl'

which was attained bccause of the farlll'rS' innovat ive and l'ntrcprl'nl'Urial

spirit. At the salle tiae, it was very difficult for thl' villa':l'rs to ':l't ':IX>d

urban jobs. Yurthy. acdiua fanacr. explained in 1989:

1lere. wc need a lot of IIOney for bribi~ in order to l':l't a .:ood tmm
job. Oh. wc cannot afford such an aaount of lVOey.·

Today. worki~ in Tin..ppur tOll1l' s l'ollon kni tti~ 'coapany" sounds tn'ndy

for the vi:lal':e youth. Boys worKi~ in companies wear lOrI' 8Odern. colourful

and fashionable clothes. The aoney they bri~ in also transforas the villal':e:

this l'an bc seen in the increased nuabcr of IIOtorcycles. for exaaple. The

transforaation is great. in IIY eyes. coapared to six years al':o when frugal 1ty

was one of the IOSt iaportant teachings of the villag~rs.

Tiruppur (population 235.000 in 1991, 53 km frOll Coillbatore city), ls

located some twenty kiloacters away from Koduaanal village. It is a rapidly

expanding tOIl1l. previously an 'obscure tOIl1l' developed into 'Indla' s prellier

l'ollon knilling manufacturing centre' (Padaini Swaainathan and J.Jeyaranjan

1994:0.

Upto 1985 the export growth was slow but steady. FrOll a aodest
beginning of Rs. 18.06 crore [Rs.180 lIillion) direct exports frOll
Tiruppur in the year 1985. the direct export in 1993 .as Rs.1197.55
crores CRs, iZ bi II ion]. Including indi rect export frOll centres Ilke
Boabay. âelhi. etc.• Tiruppur' 5 contribution to garaent export has
crossed Rs.2200 crores [Rs.22 billion). ln short Tiruppur exports
nearly 85 per cent of the total cotton knit wear exportcd froe Indla
(Tiruppur Exporters' Association [TEA] 1994. cited in Swaainathan and
Jeyaranjan 1994:1>.

Tiruppur' s garaent industry is aade up of a network of nuacrous saall and
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.cdilJII-sizcd .anufacturcrs; ·?500 knilliru.: and .anufacturiru.: units. 600

processilll': un\ls. 300 printiru.: units. and 100 eabroldery units' (ibid. :11.

Dwncrs of factories arc IOstly Chettiyars (tradltionally a .erchant caste),

ScnRUnthar Mudaliyars (traditionally a wcavilll': artisan caste with lar~e nuabcrs

ln the KOnKU re~ion), and Gounders (tradltionally ~ri~ulturists). Swaainathan

and Jeyaranjan (1994) noted that the latter two castes sharc coaaon values.

whlch are 'an extraordinary capacity to work to succeed under Inhospitatle

conditions and a work ethic that is shar~d and iabibed by ail .eabers of the

fully inc1udlng 1Io.en· (\5>'

One interestlng pheno.enon is that ownership of the knitting factories by

Gounders is increasing IOre rapidly than the Chettiyar ownership (ibid. :9).

feel that this has an i~rtant impact on labour force recruit-ent frea

surroundlng vil]~es. Chettiyars and Sengunthars have been historically Quite

ir~ependent of agrarian village econoay. Gounders, in contrast. have been the

deainant rural caste and functioned as the centre of agrarian econOllic

activities in Kongu. lncrease in the Gounders' ownership of ca.p..nies in

Tiruppur will probably aake IOre emplor-ent available not only for the Gounders

but also for closely related castes (foracr allies in the Right-hanrl division.

in other words).

In Koduaanal. the three sons of the Gounder fuily who hosted ae during ay

fleld1l0rk set up thelr 0110 aanufacturlng and exportlng ca.pany ln Tlruppur in

1994. This fuily Is unusual because t1l0 of the sons have M.A. degrees. 1Ihlch

:s a very hlgh achieveaent by the standard of thelr village. Two unaarrled

younger sons' Interest Is solely ln thelr ·ca.pany'. yet the aarried eldest

son is also interested in hls fully' s fara aanage~nt. Their ca.pany now

ellPloys a dozen workers. half of thea frea Koduaanal.

Consldering the gr01lth rate of Tiruppur's industry. It Is exPCcted tbat

labour deaand 1Iill further Increase and absorb IOre 1Iorkers froa both the
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oll11er-cul t ivalor alld landless labourer classes. At thal point the w,_n Idt

beh.nd ai~ht becoae IIOre iaportant in a.:ricultural work. At th,' _,..'nt no w.-'n

1<0 to work in Tiruppur frOll Kodtœanal. 1I0wever. in th,· near future. lrœ('.' all<ht

1<0 to Tiruppur for factory 01 CQ8Pany work. 'OIIen (and children) are workln.: at

factories ln Tiruppur but none fr08 this villa.:e. then ~~ny vllla.:e W08Cn

begin to work in Tiruppur. the entire picture of the labour 83rket in Koduaanal

village will bc repainted.

To sU883rize. family labour has been an integral par: of Kon.:u

agriculture. Kodtœanal village is an ex~le of how labour is orl<anized ln

this reeion. I08Cn of even laree landholding households frcQuently work in the

fields. although there is now a tendency for such W08Cn to work less in the

fields than beiore. ln Kongu' s dry cul tivation. fe83le landless labourers

contribute significantly to agricul tural product ion.

Kongu agriculture evolved around the s8311 tracts of garden land

irrieated by wells and the vast tracts of dry land where aillet is raised. The

intensive cropping on garden lands and the cultivation of a variety of crJps

favoured fe83le far8 elllPloY8ent. In addi tion. the fact that a dOllinant

agriculturist caste. the Gounders. place illJ)Ortance on cul tivation by

the.selves augments the value of overall agricultural work in this region.

Note

1 The personal namcs 1 use in this chapter are ail pseudonyas. although
words frOll the original interviells are unchanged.

2 The villagers use this English lIord.
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• Table 5.~. Crop Acreage in the Perundura, Tafuk. 1993/1994

Total area:
[orcst:
was te land:
non-rultivated area:
land ln fallow:
i(raziru: arca:
arca covercd • ith i(rovcs. t recs

land in fallow this ycar(93-~4):

othcr fallowcd arca:
net cultivation area:

?0.621 ha
1. G69 ha

·111 ha
11.139 ha

3 ha
4:l ha
2 ha

12.068 ha
1 ha

55.i385 ha

[Irrii(atcd arca]
paddy
cola.·

lIaize·
ragi·
chil1is
othcrs (vcl:ctablcs & frults)
total pulscs

ka.bu·

-Ist scason:
-2nd season:
-Ist scason:
-2nd season:

4.873 ha
66 ha
16 ha
20 ha

12 ha
18 ha
67 ha

1. 135 ha
45 ha

• jowar: sorghum

• bulrush: pcarl millct

• makkâc c61311
• kêlvâku

castor
coconut
total oil secds

fodder
othcr non-food crops
total

banana
tapioka
tuber·
ava ra ikkâ i•
tOllato
I:roundnut

collan
sugarcane·

-sumarcr crop·
-rain season crop·

-transplanted crop
-succeed ir.g erop

370 ha
186 ha
113 ha
105 ha
89 ha

1. 459 ha
1.848 ha

25 ha
685 ha

5.477 ha

1. 238 ha
840 ha
357 ha
834 ha
62 ha

7.782 ha

• cênai: a kind of yam
• field bcans

kOda ip payi r
• mrip payi r

• can be harvcstcd in the
succeeding years

•
Total irrigatcd crops (food/non-food) 16.268 ha



• [including irri~atrd arra + dry croP$:
paddy -kuru\'ai <l" crop) ,\. liS h;\

'saJllbj (2"" nop) 695 ha
cola.- -1'1 Ciop 2G't ha ·j('~ar: s')n~hUl'

-2"" crop 16 ha
kaJllbu° 52 ha °bulru$h: pr~rl lIilkt
œaize 52 ha
ragi -1" cro;> 10 ha

-2"" crap 8 ha
total food cereals 5,178 ha
total pulses 2.~75 ha

(total food cereals &pulses 7.653 ha)
total \'egetablcs & fruits \,0.17 ha

<total food crops 1\, 110 ha)

cot ton
groundnut
sUlllller season crops
total
sesallC
total ail seeds

tobacco
fodder colam
flo.ers
eucalyptus
casuarina
lIulberry
black babul

total /Ion-food crops
total foodl non-food crops
doub1e-crop art'a
tata 1 area S01l'l1

\, 238 ha
l7.85~ ta
\, ~59 ha

19,313 ha
\, ~~9 ha

21, ~61 ha

171 ha
25,0~3 ha

3 ha
~ ha
8 ha
8 ha
1 ha

,18,888 ha
59,998 ha
4.113 ha

55.885 ha

•

water source: Lower Bhavani ProJccl

Source: Crop report. 199311994 (Office of Collectorate. Erode)



• Table 5.1. Population of the Perundurai Taluk and Kodumana/. 1991

l'edundurai Taluk

Tota: ~)p'.lla lion
l'ellale
"ale
Sex Ratio

SC' tota 1
l'caale
lIall'
Scx Ratio

Kodu-anal Village

Total area

Total households

Total population
l'eaale
"ale
Sex Ratio

SC total
Fe.ale
"ale
Sex Ratio

• SC: Scheduled Castes

1. 04

1. 05

:m.547
lIG.4t:3
121.078

23. 799
Il. 590
12.209

705.30 ha

225

931
465
469

1. 009

199
100
99
0.99

•

Source: Census (Gove!7lJJJCnt of rami 1 Nadu. 199])
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Fugure 5.1. Farm Cyc/~. Kodumanal

•

Tamil monlh
Engllsh monlh

lobacco

Ali
7-8

Avanl
8-9

Puralacl Alppacl Kartllkal Narkall Tai
9-10 10-11 11-12 12-1 1-2

Nael Pangunl Clltlral lalkacl AnI
2-3 3-·1 ,1-5 5-6 6-7

cotton (1 rr. )

chalam (unlrr.)

pulses

glngelly

cumbu

groundnlll

perlya chalam

ragl

lIakka cholam

-------_.--. - ..

---- -_._--_.

---_ ..._ .. -

peak so_lng season
peak han'esllng season

Source: .lIr f1eldlork. 1989 and 1995
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~ter 6

Conclusion

ln .y rcsearch 1 set out to examine the assumption that different

a..:rn-ecnn.-ic zonl'S are pre-eminent in conditioning women's status. If the

Increascd level of fesale e.ployment in rice cultivation in India ~rings the

.necn a better social position. and if the una\'ai:ability of female agricultural

.ork ln northwestern India threatens .a.en's chances for survival. can we

establish a si.ilar correlation bet.een wo.cn' s .ork and their status in millet

versus rice cultivation areas .ithin the state of Ta-il Nadu? The answer

obtaincd fra. .y .cdiu.-range analysis at the state level is not as simple as

.ight be expected. There is no neat correlation bet.een agro-economic zones. on

the one hand. and .a.en' s involveœcnt in agricultural production (œcasured by

FLP) and gender discrimination against fesale children (mcasured by JSR). on

the other.

ln comparing JSR and FLP measurements from the 1961 and 1981 censuses.

major dilemmas arose from: 1) the unclear census definition of female

cultivators; 2) the artificial baundaries of districts as agro-economic zones;

and 3) the periods of reference for comparison. First. as explained in chapter

two. female cultivators .ere greatly underenu.erated in these censuses. Not

only.as this categ~.y ill-defined. but .ives or daughters of landowners may

not have been counted as independent cultivators. and perhaps .ere omitted as

auxlliary .orkers. In facto those enu.erated as cultivators might have been

mostly.ldows. ln addition. a newly intro'-uced category -- that of marginal

workers ln the 1981 census -- aade it still .are difficult to count wcaen

fanl workers properly. Second. each aœ.inistrative district contains bath dry

and wet lands. as Bouton shows in his study of Thanjavur (1984). This

ca.pllcates comparlson of agro-econo.ic differences between districts. Even

90



•

•

within a single vi liage. lands arc variable. and i t is impossible to flnd an

entlrely dry or entirely wet district. Third and last. is the tille perlod of

cOIParison. To classify regions into dry and wet areas. 1 used the 1987/88 Crop

and Season Report, which was avai lable in Deceaber. 1995. Ilowever. my zonlng of

wet and dry regions according to the 1987/88 data may be Inadequate. for 1

calculated the FLPs and JSRs fr~ the older 1961 and 1981 censuses. Of course.

the effects of agricultural practices do not iœlCdiately emerge in clear

delOgraphlc behaviour. However. even if 1 could have used older agricultural

data. the classification of some districts as intensive paddy production areas

(Thanjavur and Chengalpattu) and of Kongu as a dry cult\vation area (in parts

of Coi.batore. Periyar and Salell) would have remained the salle.

Despite these dilemmas. the co~arison between a wet paddy region

(Thanjavur) and a dry millet region (Kongu) was useful. The findings do NOT

actually contradict two assomptions which have been applied to the analysis of

India's agro-economic regions. The first assomption maintains that in the areas

of relatively high FLPs. IIOre balanced JSRs arc found. The second assomption. by

Maclachlan (1993). holds that the JSRs arc balanced in both rice and .illet

areas. IIi thin Tamil Nadu. high FLPs are found in both rice and ai llet reg ions.

JSRs are variable. and do not see. to corr~late ",ith agro-econoaic patterns.

Yet these variations in the JSRs can be treated as trivial. compared to inter­

state difference between India' s northwestern states and Tami 1 Nadu. In facto

the JSRs in Tamil Nadu are ail IOre balanced than thos~ in northwestern India.

Although FLP is high both in the wet and dry areas of Tamil Nadu••y

cOIParison clarified that the conditions of FLP arc dissiailar due to thelr

different cropping patterns and social structures. First. it ls not sililly a

I13tter of major crops. whether .i lIet or rice. that shapes the FLP. Rather we

IIUSt analyse IIOre closely the cropping pattern of each region; the klnds of

crops sown and their labour intensity. By the latter. 1 .can the klnds of
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labour which specific crops reQuire during specific ~ime periods. Thus in the

wet rice regions. wa.cn' s contribution to rice cultivation. speciflcally

transplantation, weeding. and harvesting, is extensive. But in the parts of

Thanjavur ~here cultivation is .ano-crop oriented. seasonal unemployacnt is

great. ln the aillet regions. where now various cash crops are grown on saal1

tracts irrigated by wells, womcn' s involveœent in cultivation is also

signlficant. Garden crops are female-Iabour intensive and rCQuire attentive

care year round, As saall Quantities of variable crops are sown at different

tiacs. the labour deaand is more evenly spread over the year.

Secondly. the division of labour. in the framework of Tamil society.

shows scae preference in task allocation by both gender and class. according to

the nature of each task. Ploughing is done by IIlCn. for example, and hand

weedlng by wcacn. while rlce transplantation tends to be identified as a task

for feaale Harijan landless 1abourers. This gender division of labour is

nelther absolute nor unlversal. but rather arbitrary. settled only culturally

in a given region. As Ilencher suggests. the rea~ons for differences in the

gender division of labour arc complex and difficult to ascertain (1988:104).

1 found ex~les of inter-regional and inter-village variatio~s of task

allocation even within Tamil Nadu.

FrOll these differences. it is impossible to predict which of the two

reg Ions' wcaen should have a higher status in the society. The formula used in

thls argtœent -- that a higher HP Il3kes wamen econOllical1y .are iJlPOrtant

and therefore thelr survival chances increase (JSR is IOre balanced) -­

appears to be increaslngly inaccurate as we look IOre closely at the details

of FLP. Apparently. the econOllic value of .cacn as defined by FLP is not

synonYIOUS wlth wOllCn's status. but is defined by multiple factors. Indeed.

If wOien have IOre opportunlties to work ln the field. does that necessarlly

.can a hlgher status in society. as weIl as wlthin the household? If feaale
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labourers contributc significantly to paddy cultivation. docs this i~ly a

bctter social position. even if the conditions of work arc hazardou3 and wages

arc low? Considered this way. FLP -- defined as the percentage of feaale

agricultural workers (the sum of owner-cultivators and landless labourers> to

the total feaale population -- appcars to he a very rough .casureDcnt. As my

cOIParison .ithin Tamil Nadu shows. women cannot he aggregated into just one

group. given the significant socio-econo.lc gaps in this society.

le must re-examine if the state variations in JSRs and FLPs in India

really arise out of the distinction bet.een chief-grain areas. The labclling of

India' s agro-economic regions as 'wheat. rice and Dillet' or 'dry and wet'

coees in handy. but it is a double-edged s.ord. The labels are useful to

predict characteristics of regional social structure. the way agricultural

labour is organized. and women's participation in fanD work to soae extent. Yet

they can also he misleading because these labels give us an impression that the

saae pattern exists under the same major crop throughout different regions.

Take. for example. paddy cultivation. lts labour dell3nds can be

drastically changed according to diverse conditions: .hether transplantlng or

broadcastlng method is used. whether paddy fields are flooded or dry condition.

and whether single. double. or even triple-cropped paddy is raised. 1t Is

natural that variable FLPs are found in the rice regions of a large country

such as India. where types of riziculture greatly dlffer fra. one region to

another. In contrast. due to li.ited agro-c1ill3tic conditions. labour deaand

for .illet cultivation cannot he changed as drastically as for paddy

cultivatlon. Feaale labour demand can he signiflcantly Increased by expandlng

cultivation of irrigated crops on garden lands. as we have seen.

this leads us to reflect on the characteristics of wheat cultlvation in

northwestem Indla. COBPared to thl rlce and .Illet patterns. the wheat pattern

aay he exceptional ln at least two ways: first. the wheat reglon ln the
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northwest is exceptionally unifonl in agronomie conditions. with very fertile

soil and irrigation available frOll pcrennial rlvers: second. the cropping

pattern and the gender division of labour Is exceptionally adverse to wOien.

Conditions in the wheat region say .ore seriously affect women' s status than in

the ai \let and rice reg ions. In SUII. the wheat pattern aay be the only case

where a strong correlation between FLP and JSR is established. For other

regions. the correlation is not evident. particularly because the FLP is

influenced by a complicated combination of factors. Vet. before assUlling that

the wheat pattern is slaple in tenas of the correlation of FLP and JSR we must

walt for a .ore detalled œicro-analysls of various factors which may affect FLP

in the wheat regions. including the social relations of production.

If the aajority of the Indian population live in agrarian communities. is

It possible to increase employœent opportunlties for woaen for their benefit?

1f. as lIencher (1978:206) and Bina Agarwal (1995) suggest. Indian woœen should

own thei; own land and become econoaically indcpcndent. will their tasks

bccOlle .arc diverse and their opportunities greater? Perhaps. as Babu et al.

(1993) advise. wOllen had better Quit the tradition-bound agriculture pursuits

and seek non-traditional employment.

1 .yself do not hold such a radical stance as Agarwal. but would suggest

that the Gounder aodel found in the mi Ilet region is favourablc for wOllen. In

this acdel. both aen and .0000n .ork in their fields .ith pride. sharing

responslbllities and declslon making. and respecting each other's work.

Although .y admiration for Gounder woaan cultivators is great. 1 do not

Ideal Ize thelr life and agriculture in Kongu nadu. Flrst of ail. the society

of Kongu Is by no aeans egalltarian. The above aodel fits only the relatively

well-to-do land-ownlng cultivators. The econOllic stress faced by marginal

landholders and landless labourers is as serious in Kongu as ln other regions.

loaen of thls stratUII have great econoaic difficulties in thelr lives. ln
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years of drought. there is 1i ttle agricultural lIOrk avallable and thelr

inca.es conseQuenl1y shrink. If alternative off-fara emp\or-cnt Is

unavai lable. these lIOIlen and thei r fui Iles becOlle I~verishcd.

But such a pattern of life docs not clearly e.erge fona the purely

statlstic data. and wc must pay more attention to the details of thelr lives.

Analysls of agro-econOlllc patterns also sets us a 11.lt ln conslderlng 'whlch

courses of 1ife are open to wOIICn' (Chapter 2) ln Indlan agrarlan c~ities.

Perhaps. sociocultural factors are as I~rtant as agro-econo.lc patterns.

Then. as IIi 11er (1981) and Oyson and lloore (1983) suggest. Indla' s reglonal

soclocultural variations are significant. These regional contrasts. hollever, do

not necessarily correlate with agricultural regions. In the case of Tuil Nadu.

for example. felaIe Iiteracy in the Thanjavur district is hlgher (42.5% in

1981) than ln the Periyar district of Kongu (30%). 1I0wever. withln the Kongu

region. Coimbatore recorded a 45.8% rate of felale Ilter~cy (Crnsus of India

1981). This variable is much IOre influenced by the accessibility to educational

institutions in a region than by agro-economic conditions. FurthenlOre. the

Ta.il cultural tradition is more or less shared by the people regardless of

agro-econoaic patterns. althoush sub-regional cultures are also l~rtant

elements. as seen in the contrast between the Thanjavur and Kongu society.

Cultural factors thus should be studied and analysed in thclr 0110 ri~t.

Perhaps. the cosplexity of woacn's roles will bc revealed. not from the

statistical aggregation of wOllen. but rather from details of their lives. In

tenas of agricul ture and cul ture.
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