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Liberalization has entailed perceptible degree of competition, not only in factor market but also in product market–both of industry and agriculture. In the mean time, economic reforms have eased and expedited the things. Under such transitory and revolutionary circumstances to face the specter of competition, reduction of the costs, has been treated as a catalyst force and accordingly gained intense significance as well as acceptance to the producing class in India. Following this, hitherto latent as well as potent female labour forces, have been pressed into service, mainly because of low wages.                                                                              

                   The feminization has thus become a buzz word in the agricultural space of India. It has already spawned some ripple effects upon the agriculture sector of Assam as well. Hence this study would inquire into the magnitude and underlying causes of feminization of farming operations. In this connection, two variables---(i) Male-female farmers’ participation and (ii) Male-female farming labour’s   participation are being put in place for exploration herewith.

                     In Assam, women of rural areas are veritably and typically the peasantry class .They are also primary labour  and small farmers,  host of jobs are accomplished by them ,viz. sowing or planting of plot, weeding, harvesting, preparing crops for storage or  immediate consumption and  rearing  of livestock’s, etc. In effect, the participations of women in farming operation are the functions of household earnings, food security, food prices, household necessities, (due to migration of their male-counterparts to the urban and semi-urban areas in search of job in the services sector), savings for the future or future financial security. Besides being socio-cultural constraints.         


Now let us examine this perspective by the instrumentality of Census Data of 1991 and 2001 of Assam. Initially, we would overhaul the stance of male-female farmers participation and finally their participation in farming operations as labour force during the reforms regime.


Farming operations in essence is a domain of the male-folk in Assam. We can understand and comprehend this with a cursory visit at the state of the Population Census of 1991. It returned us that approximately 82.98 per cent of male–farmers worked in the paddy field of this economy. By contrast, the female farmers were approximately 17.02 per cent. Population Census of 2001 (i.e. precisely termed as post-reforms Census), manifests into a decrescendo (70.60 per cent) phenomenon, in terms of male- farmers’ participation. As though, female farmers have registered an increment (29.40 per cent).



With a shrill diligence, if we dissect the facts (i.e. Population Census of 1991) of the districts, we find that the N. C. Hills (38.78 per cent) has witnessed the highest participation of females in farming exercises, followed by Jorhat (36.62 per cent) and Dibrugarh (34.21 per cent). Episodically speaking, the socio-cultural and economic realities embedded in these districts are not only diverse but also eccentric. 

N. C. Hills is inhabited by aborigines, the social customs and traditions of whose pose no inhibitions for the participation of females in farming. Apart from this,  shifting cultivation is the traditional and geo-physical friendly mainstay of the peasantry.

   
 In upper Assam the female participation in agriculture is noticeable in the districts of Jorhat (36.52 per cent) and Dibrugarh (34.21 per cent). It is necessarily the plain agro-landscape, inhabitation of diverse ethnic groups, mostly of plain people, an epicenter of tea industry. Due to this, the rural people have natural relations to cultivation, more particularly of females.

In lower Assam, the participation of females in the sphere of farming was relatively scanty, prior to the liberalization regime. The outstanding districts of this zone are of Dhubri (4.36 per cent), Goalpara (12.93 per cent) and Barpeta (5.54 per cent).

South Assam, popularly known as the Barak Valley, comprising of the districts of Cachar  (8.90 per cent), Karimganj (4.20 per cent) and Hailakandi (4.97 per cent) was  a replica of lower Assam  in terms of the number of female farmers. The only exception was that this zone in the state did not touch double digit mark of participation during the pre-reforms period.

        
Now taking the aforementioned nitty-gritty into account let us juxtapose the post-reforms data, i.e., 2001 Census figures, with a view to explore the degree and causes of feminization of farming in the economy of Assam.


The displacement of male farmers by their female-counterparts is an overt phenomenon in the aftermath of the economic reforms. In a word, female participation in cultivation increased to 29.40 per cent in 2001 as against 17.02 per cent in 1991, leading to a decadal surge up of 12.58 per cent. 

Table 1

Cultivators in Assam: Male-Female Participation
	Sl

No.
	Districts
	1991 Population Census of Assam
	2001 Population Census of Assam
	Decadal Growth

	
	
	Male

(in per cent)
	Female

(in per cent)
	Male

(in per cent)
	Female

(in per cent)
	Female

(in per cent)

	1
	Dhubri
	95.64
	04.36
	89.76
	10.24
	05.88

	2
	Kokrajhar
	75.67
	24.33
	66.49
	33.51
	09.18

	3
	Bongaigaon
	82.88
	17.12
	76.35
	23.65
	06.53

	4
	Goalpara
	87.07
	12.93
	77.23
	22.77
	09.84

	5
	Barpeta
	94.46
	05.54
	83.47
	16.53
	10.99

	6
	Nalbari
	91.64
	08.36
	75.80
	24.20
	15.84

	7
	Kamrup
	92.43
	07.57
	80.78
	19.22
	11.65

	8
	Darrang
	85.03
	14.97
	76.66
	23.34
	08.37

	9
	Sonitpur
	76.92
	23.08
	71.94
	28.06
	04.98

	10
	Lakhimpur
	68.93
	31.07
	51.68
	48.32
	17.25

	11
	Dhemaji
	67.04
	32.96
	55.36
	44.64
	11.68

	12
	Morigaon
	91.00
	09.00
	78.36
	21.64
	12.64

	13
	Nagaon
	88-83
	11.17
	82.76
	17.24
	06.07

	14
	Golaghat
	69.69
	30.31
	63.13
	36.87
	06.56

	15
	Jorhat
	63.48
	36.52
	77.93
	42.07
	05.55

	16
	Sibsagar
	65.87
	34.13
	58.67
	41.33
	07.20

	17
	Dibrugarh
	65.79
	34.21
	57.67
	42.33
	08.12

	18
	Tinsukia
	66.39
	33.61
	57.78
	42.22
	08.61

	19
	Karbianglong
	66.06
	33.94
	63.21
	36.79
	02.85

	20
	N. C. Hills
	61.22
	38.78
	60.33
	39.67
	0.89

	21
	KARIMGANJ
	95.80
	04.20
	89.79
	10.21
	6.01

	22
	Hailakandi
	95.03
	04.97
	83.05
	16.95
	11.98

	23
	Cachar
	91.10
	08.90
	85.73
	14.26
	5.36

	
	Assam
	82.98
	17.02
	70.60
	29.40
	12.38


Sources: Census of India 1991 & 2001.Economic Surveys of the Govt. of Assam. Computed in percentile forms 


The districts under our study, say N. C. Hills has fizzled to produce headways on female participation in farming operations during the post reforms period. The feat it attained was at 0.89 per cent growth. 
Upper Assam districts of Dibrugarh has experienced an 8.12 per cent decadal growth in female work participation   while Jorhat has showed up 5.55 per cent .  Lower Assam districts namely Barpeta  registered  9.84 per cent growth in female participation while  Dhubri  registered 5.88 per cent growth during the period of 1991-2001. The South Assam districts  have also experienced the diffusion of feminization of farming operation during the post reforms period. Hailakandi (11.98 per cent) has shown the highest trend towards feminization with 11.98 per cent decadal growth of female farmers. Karimganj and Cachar have registered a decadal growth rate of 6.01 per cent second 5.36 per cent.  The crux of this perusal facilitates us to decipher that the feminization of farming operations is being increasingly filliped by reform measures of the economy. Anyway, the underlying causes responsible for such outcome would be put in plaice subsequently. 

Reforms and Agricultural Labourers: A Male-Female Participation Analysis

Agriculture is a labour intensive enterprise mostly operated and managed by household labours. But with the changes in geo-economic policy stances, the structure of this enterprise has witnessed a new hue. It is the upshot of the transmutation of the relations of production in the contemporary economic system. Assam is not an exception to this effect. In this economy, the employment of labours in farming has been restructured keeping congruity with the situations. It is an open secret as well as accepted fact that once male-labours played paramount and even profound role in farming transactions. Nevertheless in the last decade of the nineties their significance as well as influence in the farming  appeared to have  waned (Table 2). In 1991, approx. 80.78 per cent of male labours were associated with farming. This figure has decelerated to 65.89 per cent in 2001. This chasm was  replenished by the female labours. This signals  that the phenomenon of feminization of labours did gain ground in the state after the initiation of economic reforms. In fact, the female growth rate increased by 14.89 per cent. However, the magnitude of feminization is not symmetric across the districts in the state. The highest growth is conspicuously witnessed at Lakhimpur district (31.75 per cent) and the lowest at Dhubri district ( 1.41per cent). The latter is mostly inhabited by the  Muslim population. The religious ethos prevent the females from participating in farming operations.



In the districts of Barak Valley–Cachar (11.05 per cent), (Karimganj 12.62 per cent) and Hailakandi (12.88 per cent) feminization of farming is moderate. In the district of Upper Assam namely Sibsagar (23.94 per cent), Dibrugarh (17.63 per cent) and Jorhat (17.23 per cent) the process of feminization of farming is relatively more intense than the Barak Valley districts. However the process
     

Table 2

Cultivators in Assam: Male-Female Participation (in per cent)
	Sl.

No
	Districts
	1991 Population
Census of Assam
	2001 Population Census
of Assam
	Decadal Growth

	
	
	Male

(in per cent)
	Female

(in per cent)
	Male

(in per cent)
	Female

(in per cent)
	Female

(in per cent)

	1
	Dhubri
	91.29
	8.71
	83.88
	10.12
	1.41

	2
	Kokrajhar
	71.84
	28.16
	60.82
	37.18
	9.02

	3
	Bongaigao
	74.19
	25.81
	65.84
	34.16
	8.35

	4
	Goalpara
	75.36
	24.64
	64.89
	35.31
	10.67

	5
	Barpeta
	87.28
	12.72
	73.61
	26.39
	13.67

	6
	Nalbari
	81.54
	18.46
	63.54
	36.46
	18.00

	7
	Kamrup
	83.42
	16.58
	65.26
	34.74
	18.16

	8
	Darrang
	81.47
	18.53
	67.35
	32.65
	14.12

	9
	Sonitpur
	71.40
	28.60
	54.34
	45.16
	16.56

	10
	Lakhimpur
	79.55
	20.45
	47.80
	52.20
	31.75

	11
	Dhemaji
	68.70
	31.30
	42.98
	57.02
	25.72

	12
	Morigaon
	91.61
	8.39
	68.90
	31.10
	22.71

	13
	Nagaon
	88.99
	11.01
	79.00
	21.00
	9.99

	14
	Golaghat
	68.18
	31.82
	50.87
	49.30
	17.48

	15
	Jorhat
	66.32
	33.68
	49.09
	50.91
	17.23

	16
	Sibsagar
	72.61
	24.39
	51.27
	48.33
	23.94

	17
	Dibrugarh
	68.09
	31.91
	50.43
	49.57
	17.63

	18
	Tinsukia
	66.87
	33.13
	52.38
	47.62
	14.49

	19
	Karbianglong
	83.85
	36.15
	45.20
	54.80
	18.65

	20
	N. C. Hills
	78.89
	21.11
	55.85
	44.15
	23.04

	21
	Karimganj
	93.56
	6.44
	81.04
	18.96
	12.62

	22
	Hailakandi
	86.69
	13.31
	73.81
	26.19
	12.88

	23
	Cachar
	83.25
	16.75
	72.20
	27.80
	11.05

	
	Assam
	80.78
	19.22
	65.89
	34.11
	14.89


Sources: Census of India 1991 & 2001.Economic Surveys of the Govt. of Assam. Computed in percentile forms 
the intensity of feminization is more in the hill areas of the state–Karbianglong (18.65 per cent) and N. C. Hills (23.04 per cent). 

Concluding  Remarks
The following inferences emerge out of the discussion above: 

1. With the mechanization of cultivation in Assam in order  to augment the quantum of production with minimal costs, the jobs of male cultivators have been substituted with machines and hence the employment opportunities of the male cultivators and labours have got dwindled.

2. The expansion of the size of non-farm sector has necessitated owing to the growth of construction and services sectors. It requires the unskilled physical labours. The wage rate and other pecuniary benefits in the service sector are naturally more than the farm sector. This has triggered the migration of male-farmers as well as labours from the farm sector to the non-farm sector. A Lewis type transition of the rural economy has been noticed. 

3. The increase in construction  activities mainly of roads and rail ways have eased connectivity between the rural and urban areas. This has facilitated to the migration of male-farmers as well as labours to urban and semi-urban areas in search of jobs. This migration of rural labour, to a large extent, has crippled the growth of agriculture.


The evident  increase in feminization of farming leads us to the fact that  some quantum of job opportunities have been created in rural Assam. However, the wages for unskilled labour in the non-farm sector in urban areas is very low compared to the skilled labour.  Moreover, there is hardly any job security for the migrant unskilled labour force. This Lewis type transition is not contributing to any sustainable development. With a slightest macro-economic destabilization, the migrant workers are likely to be fired first.  As a result, for sustainable rural development the government should focus more attention to the development of rural non-farm sector rather than creating urban growth poles. The edifice of  economic reforms should have been built on the  agricultural reforms, as has taken place in China, instead of urban industrialization.  
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