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Editorial Note
Rural women are key agents for achieving the transformational socio – economic,
political and cultural changes for sustainable development. The concept of sustainable
development is defined, as development that meets the needs of the present without
compromising the ability of future generations to meet their own needs. It calls for
concerted efforts towards building an inclusive, sustainable and resilient for people,
planet, prosperity, peace and partnership. It can be achieved when the three core
elements of economic growth, social inclusion and environmental protection are
harmonized (UN, 2015). The ambitious Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) of
‘Transforming our world: The 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development’ with 17 goals
and 169 targets came to effect from January 2016. SDGs aim that ‘no one is left behind’.

Indian Status quo
India is ranked 131 of 189 countries listed in the United Nationals latest Human
Development report (HRD, 2016). In the Gender Inequality Index (GII), it is ranked as
125 of 159 countries. The ratio of maternal mortality is 174 against 100,000 live births.
Women hold only 12.2 per cent of Parliament seats and 26.8 per cent of women above
the age of 15 years are part of India’s labour force, compared to 79.1 per cent men. They
are more deeply impacted than men by poverty, climate change, food insecurity, lack of
health care and global economic crisis. Time has come that academicians, NGOs,
development agencies, policy makers need to identify the various risks, vulnerabilities
and issues faced by women in the rural households and evolve strategies to achieve
sustainable development from these rural women perspective.

Current Issue
The current issue of the journal edited volume presents the various empirical studies
that are conducted in the areas of education for empowerment and economic concerns
of rural women from sustainable development perspective. Besides, imparting formal
education, the studies also have come out with new paradigms of skill training, life long
learning and village knowledge centres. From the economic dimension, the research
papers have focused on these concerns of rural women engaged in agriculture and
other menial occupations. This volume draws the attention of the academicians,
administrators and policy makers to turn their attention towards the well being of rural
women.

Dr. M. Hilaria Sundari
Assistant Professor, Centre for Applied Research
The Gandhigram Rural Institute, Gandhigram
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ENABLING RURAL WOMEN TO CREATE EMPOWERED INDIA:
PATHWAYS AND PITFALLS
Dr.A.Thomas
Department of Sociology, Loyola College, Chennai
Abstract
Women in India hold high potential in leading the nation towards sustainable development. As per 2011 census,
women account for 48.5 per cent of the total population and among them nearly 405.1 million live in rural India. While
demography places them at par with male population, their representation in politics, economics, education and health
remains unequal and underrepresented. This fact was driven home, rather sharply, by the recently released Human
Development Report (HDR) 2016 which ranks India at 125 of 159 countries in the Gender Inequality Index (GII).
McKinsey Global Institute (2015) went on to detail the centrality of Gender equality for achieving economic growth in
India. Even the Indian Government‟s Economic Survey 2017-18 has accentuated this point in its report. While Gender
Development is Sine qua non for empowered India, its attainment remains an uphill task for the independent India for
various reasons. This paper attempts to illustrate some of the pitfalls and pathways in enabling rural women to create an
empowered India.
Keywords: Rural women, sustainable development, lifelong learning

Introduction
Women in India hold high potential in leading the nation towards sustainable development. As
per 2011 census, women account for 48.5 per cent of the total population in India and among them
nearly 405.1 million live in rural India. While demography places them at par with male population,
their representation in politics, economics, education and health remains unequal and
underrepresented. This fact was driven home, rather sharply, by the recently released Human
Development Report (HDR) 2016 which ranks India at 125 of 159 countries in the Gender Inequality
Index (GII). The sex ratio, yet another nagging problem in India, has shown signs of improvement
from 933 (2001) to 943 (2011). However, the child sex ratio (0-6) continues to decline 945 in 1991 to
927 in 2001 and, further, to 918 in 2011 (Muktazur 2015). Women representation in Indian parliament
remains around 12 per cent in the current situation. Analysing the Labour Force Participation Rate of
women in India from 1993-94 to 2011-12 the World Bank Group Report 2017 observed that the female
labour force participation declined during this period by 11.4 per cent and among them nearly 53
percent of this drop occurred in rural India (Andre et.al. 2017). What these numbers portray is that
women in India,more specifically in rural India, are grossly underserved and unattended. They need
to come to the mainstream and begin to play a decisive role in the nation building. Allowing women
to play a proactive role in economy will not only improve their socio-economic wellbeing but will
also lead to development of the country (Bhandare 2017). A report by McKinsey Global Institute
(2015) went on to detail the centrality of Gender equality for achieving economic growth in India.
While all these look logical and urgent, the ground reality presents barriers and at the same time
promises. There are social as well as structural barriers that prevent women from venturing into the
job market in search of gainful employment. At the same time there are experiments that enable
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these rural women to show pathways for the future generation. This paper explores the challenges as
well as the opportunities.
The Feminization of Inequality and Poverty
The Human Development Report 2016 and the Global Hunger Index 2017 came as a rude shock
for the nation that was basking on the tag of world‘s fast growing economy. Human Development
Report 2016 ranked India at 125 of 159 countries in the Gender Inequality Index (GII). GII is a
composite measure which, according to the UNDP, captures the loss of achievement due to gender
inequality using three dimensions: reproductive health, empowerment, and labour market
participation. Reproductive health is measured by maternal mortality and adolescent birth rates;
empowerment is measured by the share of parliamentary seats held by women and attainment in
secondary and higher education by each gender; and economic activity is measured by the labour
market participation rate for women and men (HDR). The report observed that India has a GII value
of 0.530, ranking it 125 out of 159 countries in the 2015 index. The report went on to state that in India
only 12.2 percent of parliamentary seats are held by women. It is to be noted that the Women‘s
Reservation Bill that was tabled in 1996 still remains in limbo. Coming to the domain of education,
the report observed that 35.3 percent of adult women have reached at least a secondary level of
education compared to 61.4 percent of their male counterparts. In the realm of health, for every
100,000 live births, 174 women die from pregnancy related causes; and the adolescent birth rate is
24.5 births per 1,000 women of ages 15-19. Female participation in the labour market is 26.8 percent
compared to 79.1 for men. All these no doubt had a decisive impact on the Gender Inequality Index.
Amidst vibrant economic growth the India‘s rank remains poorer than Sri Lanka because of the
persistent inequality.
Secondly, the Global Hunger Index Report by the International Food Policy Research Institute
(IFPRI) positioned India on 100th rank among 119 countries. Although there are reports that question
the methodological part of Global Hunger Index, the fact remains that India needs to improve in
feeding its young population. According to IFPRI the GHI score is composed of four indicators—
proportion of undernourished in the population, prevalence of child mortality, child stunting, and
child wasting. The IFPRI press statement (2017) reports that India‘s poor performance shows the
country houses 14.5 per cent of malnourished children.Prevalence of wasting in children under five
stands at 21.0; stunting at 38.4 and under-five mortality at 4.8 per cent. It is obvious if the monthly
income of 74.52 per cent of the rural household is less than Rs.5000/- (SECS) the family is compelled
to starve for the most part of the day. The severity of hunger and malnutrition affect the women
most and they carry the consequence all through their lives.
The Missing Women in Job Market
Female Labour Force Participation Rate (FLFPR) is an essential indicator of women‘s role in the
job market. According to International Labour Organization‘s (ILO) 2013 estimate India ranks 121
out of 131 countries. India had the lowest FLFP rate in South Asia, next in line to Pakistan (Andres
et.al 2017). Andres et. al (2017) undertook a study using several rounds of NSSO and Census data in
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order to examine socioeconomic and demographic factors that contributed to the decline in FLFPR
during the post-liberalization era. The report came out with the following findings:
1. Nearly 19.6 million women and girls dropped out of labour force between 2004-05 and 2011-12.
2. The FLFP rate dropped from 49.0 percent to 37.8 percent in rural areas between 2004-05 and
2009-10 (NSSO, 2011), despite an impressive annual GDP growth rate of around 8.6 percent, and
3.
4.

5.

an annual population growth rate of 1.74 percent.
About 53 percent of this drop occurred in rural India, among the age group of 15 to 24 years old.
India‘s female labour force participation (FLFP) rate is highest among illiterates and college
graduates in both rural and urban areas and the same groups experienced the largest drops in
FLFP rates over this period.
Factors such as educational attainment, socioeconomic status and household composition largely
contribute to the drop, though their effects are more pronounced in rural areas.

6.

Comparison of this study with prior studies also showed similar results.
The study by Lavanya and Snigdha (2018) on this subject argued that the female workers are
highly disadvantaged in the labour market because they are low-skilled informal workers working
largely in low-productivity and low-paying works.It is true that the missing female population in the
age group of 15 to 24 went to school and colleges but that has not opened the job market for these
people. Bhandare (2017) quoting the findings of 2015 United Nations Development Program (UNDP)
report argued that ―in rural India, 67% of girls who are graduates do not work. In towns and cities,
68.3% of women who graduate don‘t have paid jobs ―. All these studies clearly showed that the lot of
Indian women, both educated and uneducated, had confined to the four walls of their houses.
Neither the ongoing economic boom nor the educational attainment guaranteed them with job
opportunities.
Indispensability of Women for Economic Development
A report by McKinsey Global Institute (2015) argued that advancing gender equality would
deliver sizeable additional economic growth and broad-based prosperity to India.The report argued
that India could boost its GDP by $0.7 trillion in 2025 by raising India‘s female labour-force
participation rate by 10 percentage points, from 31 percent at present to 41 percent in 2025, to bring
68 million more women into the economy over this period. This inclusion alone could bring about 70
percent to the GDP growth. This point was reiterated once again in the recently published by
Economic Survey 2017-18. The report went on to say that the economic potential of India‘s women is
not achievable without remedying the gender gaps in the Indian society. It observed that there is
strong linkage between gender equality in work and society. It concluded that to bring 68 million
more women into the non-farm labour force over the next decade, India‘s policy makers, business
leaders, and social-sector leaders need to focus concerted action in eight areas.


Closing gender gaps in secondary and tertiary education in India‘s large states



Lowering barriers to job creation



Expanding skills training for women in key sectors



Expanding the reach of financial and digital services to enable women entrepreneurs
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Stepping up gender diversity policies and practices in private-sector organisations



Further strengthening legal provisions for women and the enforcement of laws



Improving infrastructure and services to address the high burden of routine domestic work,
childcare and elder care



Reshaping deep-rooted attitudes about the role of women in work and in society.
As it can be seen among these eight areas, five areas are related to education and skill
development. The other three areas are related to social domains. This underscores the dialectical
relationship between skill development of women and Development of the country.
Roadblocks in Women’s Enrolment in Job Market
Explanations regarding the significant decline in FLFPR revolve around two axioms. The study
by Andre et.al. (2017) observed, using Shapely Value Decomposition Method for FLFP decision, that
―improved stability in family income can be understood as a disincentive for female household
members to join the labour force (p.35)‖. The previous study by Eswaran et.al. (2011) also came out
with similar findings. Although the authors underscore the necessity of further investigating the
ground reality as the conclusions drawn from statistical do not provide qualitative information. It is
in this context the study by IndiaSpend bring to lightqualitative side of the storey. The study came
out with the following reasons for women not going for paid work outside their homes:
1. Socio-cultural factors, patriarchal mind-set prevents women from going for work. Married men
treat it a ‗shame‘ their wives for work. This is widely prevalent in Bihar, Haryana, Jammu and
2.

3.

4.

Kashmir and Punjab (Bhandare 2017).
A 2016 Harvard Kennedy School study found that Family and responsibility for household work
are other serious constraints. Women either don‘t accept jobs, or quit because of ‗family reasons‘as quoted by (Bhandare 2017).
Social norms about appropriate behavior for women and the enforcement of these norms by
parents, in-laws and husbands dictates their ability to seek employment.This is also reflected in
data from the Indian Human Development Survey (IHDS) 2012, in which out of the 34,000
women surveyed across 34 Indian states and union territories, 80% said they needed permission
from a family member to visit a health centre (Lavanya and Snigdha 2018).
Early age at marriage and childbirth has also anecdotally emerged as a challenge to women
joining the workforce (ibid 2018).

5.

The study also finds that there are companies that are reluctant to recruit women into their
workforce because various reasons.
The studies, certainly, narrow down the focus to the existing socio-cultural norms that
discourage rural women from engaging in gainful employment. Even where the economic situation
make it obligatory on women to go far work the work they get are mainly in informal sectors, like
agriculture, construction and brick line industries.
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Pathways for Progressive Engagement
Good Business Lab is a Research Foundation that aims at ―studying interventions that have the
potential to impact worker welfare while also promoting the growth of firms‖ (Economic Times
2018). The press note stated that the‖ The textiles and apparel sector employs more than 119 million
workers in India, with women making up roughly 35 percent of the workforce. The garment sector is
also the largest employer of low-skilled and semi-skilled female workers‖. The Good Business Lab,
with support from Shahi exports, is planning to establish 10 garment-sector skill enhancement
centers for women at rural locations. The women who complete the training will be offered a job at
one of the Shahi's garment factory and the Lab will track the women over a period of time to see its
impact. Lavanya
and
Snigdha
(2018)
observed
that
the
Good
Business
Lab‘s
previous research among working women demonstrated that training low-income female garment
workers in soft skills empowered them with greater financial agency and bargaining power in the
workplace and at home. They also stated that in Bangladesh, female education, total fertility rates
and women‘s labour force participation improved due to the expansion of the apparel sector. They
argued that through this experiment they would like to see how training and employing a woman
had spillover effects on her family and community. They would like to see whether this opportunity
change a woman‘s time-use pattern and alter the gendered nature of household tasks. They are
examining its impact on their ability to take part in decisions regarding household education
expenditure. Whether her household bargaining power with respect to fertility decisions affected or
not. To sum it all they would like to see whether women who take-up the job, and stay at job,
intrinsically different in their psychometric characteristics from those who do not work?
This innovative attempt by Good Business Lab aims to address a critical issue in the job market.
By training women on a job in which they have exceptional skills the foundation would like to
achieve socio-economic and psychological empowerment. They would like to ensure that these
women add incremental value to the company that is willing to give them space and opportunity. By
this a win-win situation is created for every stakeholder. What is unique is the tailor-made trainings
that are designed and deployed for the women in order to improve their skill sets. In the process, the
foundation would like to accompany the women in achieving their full potentials. In a way the
program aims to enable rural women to get empowered.
Life Long Learning among Rural Women
The Commonwealth of Learning (CoL) is an inter-governmental organization based in Canada
that promotes Life Long Learning among farming communities in India and Africa. One such
initiative was started with an NGO called VIDIYAL in Theni District India. A longitudinal study by
Thamizoli et.al. (2011) and another detailed study by Naveen Kumar and Anjali (2013) portray the
philosophy, principles, processes, programs and the outcomes of Life Long Learning among rural
women in Theni District.The study reports stated that over 300 women wanted to take to Goat
rearing and were willing to get trained in this enterprise. CoL through workshops and ICT based
Open Distance Mode introduced training programs on all aspects of goat rearing. VIDIYAL was
convinced that formal training and the resultant self-directed learning would enable them to run a
viable enterprise and repay the bank credit without delay or default. These 300 plus women
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underwent series of training on various aspect of obtaining bank loan, repayment method, goat
rearing methods, pest management and marketing skills. Tamil Nadu Veterinary and Animal
Sciences University (TANUVAS) came forward to provide all trainings related to goat rearing. The
report went on to state that VIDIYAL entered into an agreement with IKSL-AirTel group, one of the
biggest mobile service providers for sending audio messages and voicemails to 320 members (each
material with messages for 60 seconds) on buying goats, feed management, disease and health
management and marketing management. Every day three messages were sent through the mobile
phones on relevant themes. There were also prepared video-based multimedia materials that were
shown during their monthly SHG meetings and were periodically telecasted through their local
satellite channels (which are being run by the SHGs). The women were encouraged to discuss the
problems, challenges and quick tips with one another using mobile phones. Once a week the
members also gathered in their SHG meetings and shared their experiences. These meetings among
themselves and workshops with bank officials, mobile service provider and TANUVAS officials
facilitated horizontal and vertical transfer of knowledge. This constant exchange of information and
knowledge promoted among them a culture of self-directed learning on goat rearing as well as on
other issues relating to their lives.At the time of the report the study reports that more than 5,000
women were involved in the L3F model of development. In 2011-12 when the team took a study on
the amount of credit taken from the bank it stood at INR 4,30,00,000. The total amount of turnover
among the SHGs through savings and lending increased to INR 7,00,00,000. The total turnover of the
enterprises during 2009-2011 reached INR 13,50,61,600. Around 5,000 women came under the
purview of mobile phone based learning. More than six "courses", including dairy, goat rearing,
horticulture, financial inclusion, business and credit management and law and human rights were
delivered through a well-blended learning approach. When Thamizoli et. al. did a detailed survey in
2011 with the Life Long Learning women and women who practised goat rearing without being part
of Life Long Learning the findings were a great eye-opener. The report came out with the following
findings:
1. The Life Long Learning participants had significantly higher value of assets, income and
household infrastructure compared to women who were not part of Life Long Learning.
2. The learning behaviour of Life Long Learning women was significantly different from women
who were not part of Life Long Learning.
3. The women who underwent Life Long Learning displayed strong cognitive social capital in
comparisons to women who were not exposed to Life Long Learning.
4. The study measured the empowerment score for both the groups and the score was higher
among women who were introduced to Life Long Learning.
5. The study concludes that the focus on learning and social capital initiated by Life Long Learning
was able to influence the empowerment process. (Tamizoli et. al 2011).
This study once again brings to limelight the importance of continues learning and
accompaniment with women who undergo the learning process. The efforts of Good Business Lab as
well as Commonwealth of Learning through VIDIYAL underscore the criticality of providing
learning to disadvantaged groups and accompanying them in their learning process. This unique
approach to provide skill training and accompanying the learners provide a promise for the future
policy makers.
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Centrality of Contextualized Group Learning
Education has remained a distant dream for rural women. Lack of access to formal learning has
resulted in inadequate human resource development among millions of farm families in developing
countries. Consequently, need based learning covering their entire socio-economic value chain
delivered through a blended mode can enable them to transform the lives of poorer communities.
Studies by Thamizoli et al (2011) and Rosemary (2013) firmly argued that when learning is centred
around their livelihood initiatives and facilitated through a group learning mode it tend to empower
people to gain knowledge, create their own self-directed learning process, organise themselves to
solve problems of marketing their products and food security, improve their living conditions, and
increase their freedoms and independence from government support. This way learning enlarges
their livelihood choices and opens them a larger world for them. The human development approach
that came to the limelight in 1990s strongly believed that investing in people‘s education and health
is a powerful means to achieve overall economic and social progress in societies. The scholarly
works of Amartya Sen and Martha Nussbaum theorised on the need for expanding people‘s
capabilities in order to achieve development. Evidences from various studies argued that individuals
and communities endowed with knowledge capital as well as social capital begin to transform their
lives and the lives of the dependents. The study by Hilaria (2014) elucidated as to how education
lead to empowerment among dalit women in Tamilnadu. This study also focused its attention on the
process of education that took place in the context of Self-help groups. In all these studies the
learning took place in a group and it concentrated on the socio-cognitive behavioural domains.
Consequently, learning developed their human capital, social capital, financial capital and above all
enabled them to negotiate with the physical capital. When skilling programs for rural women adopt
this grassroots framework then empowerment will become the natural outcome.
Conclusion
Rural women in India are trapped in a web of socio-cultural and cognitive constraints. They
need to be released from these webs in order for them to unleash their potentials. While there are
structural barriers that prevent women from entering the existing job markets the effort of the
government as well as development personnel has to be on improving the human capital of the
women folk. This can be achieved through skill training programs blended with life skills.This will
address some of the pitfalls these women experience in their life journey. The Global Monitoring
Report 2015/16 observed that nearly about 700 million poor people living in developing countries
would need adequate learning opportunities to move out of poverty. The above exposition affirm
that education and skill development to poorer communities will expand their income earning
potentials, modernise their social outlook and help them to achieve inclusive growth. When that
education and skill development is offered to rural women apart from achieving all the above
mentioned development it promotes gender equity.
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