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CHAPTE RR 3 

Segmentedd and Overlapping Labour 
Markets::  Social Characteristics of Workers 
inn the Electronics Industry , Delhi 

Inn this chapter, the workers in the case study are introduced - the social 
backgroundd of women and men workers, the regions and the households they 
camee from, the reasons women joined the workforce and the different 
trajectoriess by which they entered the electronics factories in Delhi. Labour 
markett theories as well as culturalist accounts of women's work, particularly in 
thee South Asian belt of classic patriarchy, have argued that: 

 Women workers come primarily from extremely economically deprived 
households s 

 Women enter the labour market only under 'distress' conditions: Sudden 
adversityy pushed them to seek wage employment 

 The deployment of women's labour outside the household is a 'household 
strategy' ' 

 Low endowments (education and skills) and social factors place women and 
lowerr castes in the lower end of a segmented and stratified labour market 
(Harris,, 1989, Kannan, 1994:1942) 

 Female-headed households are the most vulnerable group (Amis, 1994:639, 
NIUA,, 1989:52) 

 Labour market segmentation based on caste and gender in rural areas is 
reproducedd in urban labour markets (Deshpande, 1984:39) 

 Particularistic ties (kin, caste and regional networks) determine access to jobs 
andd often function as a form of labour control (Breman, 1994) 

 Labour mobility across labour status boundaries both horizontally and 
verticallyy is extremely limited 

 Workers outside the 'citadel' of permanent secure jobs remain at the bottom 
off  the work hierarchy (Breman, 1996:16-17; Harris et al, 1990:47) 

Inn this chapter, some of these conclusions are corroborated while others are 
challenged.. The data from this study confirm the heterogeneity of the labour 
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market,, its social organisation along particularistic kin and regional networks, 
andd the placing of particular categories of women in different gendered labour 
regimess and gendered hierarchies. This reaffirms the continued significance of 
segmentationn and compartmentalisation of the Indian labour market. Recent 
analysiss of the social institutions of the labour market also shows how labour 
controll  exists not only in the sphere of production, but also is embedded in 
localisedd labour markets. Lee's study described how workers' dependence on 
networkss for survival and resources constituted a form of labour control which 
managementt incorporated in its strategies for disciplining rural Chinese women 
inn the export electronics factories in Shenzhen. On the other hand, the data 
challengee the notion of women workers as a homogenous category of 'distress 
entryy workers'; as the poorest of the poor, concentrated only in the lowest ends 
off  the labour market. The use of the 'household strategy' model to explain 
women'ss entry into waged work is also criticised. My data conform more 
closelyy with alternative motivations and insights along the lines presented by a 
numberr of studies on women workers in Asia (Wolf, 1990, 1992; Lee, 1998; 
Kabeer,, 2000). 

Womenn Worker s in the Delhi Electronics Industry : 
AA Demographic Profil e 

Thee women in the case study were predominantly young: sixty percent with a 
largerr number between twenty and thirty years of age. A significant number 
(thirtyy nine percent) were older women above the age of thirty. More than half 
off  the women (fifty-six per cent) had never married (which included a number of 
olderr women), thirty-five percent were married, and the rest were single women 
whoo were widows, divorcees or had been deserted. 

TableTable 3.1 Age and marital status 

Agee Categor y 

Veryy young (15-20) 
Youngg (21-30) 
Olderr (31-50) 

Totall (per cent) 

Neverr  marrie d 

12.12 2 
33.33 3 
10.61 1 

56.06 6 

Married d 

13.64 4 
21.21 1 

34.85 5 

Single * * 

1.51 1 
7.58 8 

9.09 9 

Total l 

12.12 2 
48.48 8 
39.40 0 

100.0 0 

NN = 132 currentl y employe d worker s in sample . 
'th ee categor y singl e women include s widowed , divorce d and deserted . 

Religionn and caste 

Inn the sample, women were predominantly Hindu (ninety per cent), with the rest 
Christian,, Muslim and Sikh. Regional and certain religious backgrounds were 
fairlyy significant in recruitment. In factories owned by Sikhs or Sindhis, for 
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instance,, there were more workers from those communities, while factories 
whichh recruited migrant workers from Kerala had a larger number of Christian 
workers.. There were a much smaller number of Muslim women in general. 
However,, they were employed in factories, in the tiny as well as large 
enterprises,, belying the assumption that these women would only be involved in 
home-basedd work due to purdah norms.1 

Thee caste composition of the sample reveals a predominance of non-Brahmin 
castes,, and very few women from a scheduled caste background. 

TableTable 3.2 Caste composition 

Caste e 

Brahmi n n 
Non-Brahmi n n 
Schedule dd caste 
Nott  applicabl e 

Totall  (per cent ) 

Perr  cent of tota l 

19.6 6 
65.1 1 
4.5 5 
10.6 6 

100.0 0 

NN = 132 

AA number of studies have shown caste to be significant either at the higher 
levelss of jobs or at the very lowest levels off  employment: higher castes tended to 
bee represented in highly paid jobs, and lower castes in the unorganised, irregular 
jobss (Harriss, 1989b; Breman, 1999a:22). In this sample, there was no 
significantt difference in the educational levels of Brahmin and non-Brahmin 
women.. However, while non-Brahmin women were distributed fairly evenly 
acrosss all four gendered labour regimes, the Brahmin women tended to be 
concentratedd in the larger factories where working conditions were much better. 
Thee few Brahmin women who were employed in the tiny units with no legal 
protectionn were either widows or deserted women. In recruitment strategies, it 
appearedd mat regional background and education were more significant than 
caste.. Casteism did play a role in interactions between workers, particularly in 
attitudess towards scheduled caste workers, but caste did not seem to be a 
determinantt of factory employment in the electronics industry. 

Educationn and skill 

AA large number of women in the sample had had twelve years of schooling, and 
somee had even higher qualifications, In addition, a significant number of women 
(thirtyy seven percent) also had diplomas or certificates in tailoring, typing, data 
entry,, education, and as beauticians. There has been a shift in educational 
requirementss for employment in the electronics industry. In the eighties, a 
secondaryy school certificate was adequate, but in the nineties the minimum 
requirementt was 12th pass and above. The translation of educational background 
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intoo 'employer-defined' skill designations, however, is arbitrary . This is 
illustratedd in the table below: 

TableTable 3.3 Educational levels and skill designations (skill as defined by the employer) 

Skil ll  categor y 

Unskilled d 
Semi-skilled d 
Skilled d 
Highlyy skilled 

Totall (per cent) 

Literat e e 

6.1 1 
7.6 6 
3.0 0 

16.7 7 

SSCpass s 

7.6 6 
15.1 1 
7.6 6 
1.5 5 

31.8 8 

12thh pass 

13.6 6 
7.6 6 

13.6 6 
6.1 1 

40.9 9 

Graduat e e 

6.1 1 
1.5 5 
3.0 0 

10.6 6 

Total l 

33.3 3 
31.8 8 
27.3 3 
7.6 6 

100 0 

N=132 2 

TableTable 3.4 Job designation and wages 

Job b 

Noo designation 
Helpers s 
Operators/Wiree Girls 
Asstt Technician 
Technician n 
Qualityy Control 
Juniorr Engineer 
Linee Supervisor 

Minimu m m 
wage e 

350 0 
900 0 

1050 0 
1950 0 
2550 0 
1200 0 
1919 9 
1400 0 

Maximu m m 
wage e 

1950 0 
2609 9 
1950 0 
2250 0 
2700 0 
2230 0 
4000 0 
4500 0 

„„ M _M 

sampl e e 

15 5 
18 8 
41 1 
3 3 
6 6 
5 5 
6 6 
6 6 

NN = 132 Sample of currently employed workers 

Thee lack of connection between education and skill designation is 
immediatelyy noticeable in the unskilled category. Here nineteen percent either 
hadd a bachelor's degree, or  were pursuing their  education through 
correspondencee and had passed the twelfth standard. There is a roughly similar 
distributio nn in the semi-skilled category and the skilled category, though the 
latterr  shows somewhat what a priori reasoning would expect. The women were 
involvedd predominantly in assembly work - the labour-intensive section of 
electronicss production - though some were also involved in checking and 
testing.. The distributio n of workers across job categories in the sample is given 
below.. These designations were also arbitraril y classified according to 
employer-definedd skill categories in different factories, and wage rates within 
eachh designation varied considerably, as the table shows. The definition of skills 
iss a contested and gendered process and we wil l examine the construction of 
'women'ss skills'  in the context of different forms of labour  control in the next 
chapters. . 
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Thee demographic profile of women workers in this case study confirms 
broadlyy the general characteristics of female employment in electronic factories 
inn India, as well as in other countries. Studies were conducted in the nineteen 
eightiess of women workers in electronic factories in Bombay/Pune, the Santa 
Cruzz Export Processing Zone, Kandia Free Trade Zone, and in the subcontracted 
unitss of Keltron, (a public-sector electronics company). These studies, as well as 
studiess conducted by the Labour Bureau, show mat the women employed were 
alll  predominantly young and unmarried (Sen & Gulati, 1987; Labour Bureau 
1984;; Pore, 1984; Trikha, 1984). Another study conducted in 1992 of electronic 
factoriess in three different locations (Bombay/Pune, Bangalore/Mysore and 
Solan)) showed again a preponderance of young and unmarried women, although 
thee Bangalore sample noted a significant percentage of married and older 
womenn as well. Nirmala Banerjee's study of three firms of different sizes 
manufacturingg televisions in Calcutta again documented that the women 
workerss were predominantly young with secondary education (Banerjee, 1995). 

However,, there is a difference from the profile of the typical worker in 
electronicss that emerged from studies of world-market factories in other 
countries.. These portrayed the women workers as young and unmarried, with 
highh rates of turnover. In my study as well as in other Indian studies, although a 
largee percentage of women workers were never married, the presence of married 
womenn is significant, and women workers have also worked for a substantial 
numberr of years. In my sample, thirty-nine percent had worked from one to 
threee years, forty-two percent had worked from three to ten years and eighteen 
percentt had worked for more than ten years. The presence of older and married 
womenn reflects a difference which is related to the history, growth and structure 
off  the Indian electronics industry. 

Womenn workers in this case study entered the labour market in different 
periods,, moving into electronics factories established at different times. Twenty 
percentt of the workers hadd entered the labour market in the 1970s and joined the 
firstt electronics factories set up in Delhi's industrial areas. As part of the 
industriall  policy to encourage small-scale entrepreneurs, special industrial 
complexess were built, and loans and other facilities provided to set up tiny units. 
Flattedd factories as well as other small-scale units were established in Okhla 
Industriall  Area (OKHLA). These factories first manufactured radios, then black 
andd white televisions, and subsequently colour televisions. Some of these 
factoriess had upgraded into large units, and workers had stayed with them. Most 
off  these women had worked in the same company for ten to over twenty years. 

Inn the mid-1980s, another phase of expansion in electronics production took 
placee in Delhi, and a number of large units were established with collaborative/ 
subcontractingg links with multinational companies. These units produced colour 
televisionss and were now moving into the manufacture of video recorders. 
Womenn who joined these factories included those with long service records in 
thee same company (ten years), as well as others who had changed jobs and were 
3-55 years with the present company. The final category was new entrants to the 



SegmentedSegmented and Overlapping Labour Markets 103 103 

labourr market, who joined factories established in the 1990s, all of which were 
largee units linked with multinational companies (mainly Japanese). These 
factoriess have been set up in New Okhla Industrial Development Area 
(NOIDA),, which adjoins OKHLA but falls under the jurisdiction of the Uttar 
Pradeshh state government. Their establishment is a direct result of economic 
liberalisationn and the new economic policy of 1991. 

Somee women in these factories had been in their present job less than a year. 
Itt is in this latter gendered labour regime that the workforce fits most closely the 
stereotypee of the typical woman worker in electronics - predominantly young 
andd unmarried with secondary school education. Rather than a static profile of 
'thee woman electronic worker', the picture mat emerges is multi-layered 
showingg three waves of women's entry into the electronics industry in Delhi. 
Thee presence of different generations of women workers - new entrants who are 
predominantlyy young and unmarried; young married women who had worked 
forr some years; and older, married women with over 10-20 years of service - is 
aa significant indicator of the continuity in the demand for women's labour in this 
industry.2 2 

Sociall  Composition of Labour  Regimes: Segmented and 
Overlappingg Labour  Market s 

Wheree did the women and men in these factories come from? Were they 
predominantlyy rural migrants, undergoing a process of proletarianisation similar 
toto the experience documented in newly established industries in Malaysia, Java, 
Southh China and Bangladesh? Again, this study shows a more complex picture. 
Theree were indeed long-distance rural migrants, but a substantial number of 
workerss were from Delhi and its environs, and from diverse social backgrounds. 
Theree were broadly three major streams of labour supply into the electronics 
industry.. A large number of male workers were short-distance migrants from 
rurall  Uttar Pradesh, Bihar and a few from the neighbouring state of Haryana. 
Long-distancee rural migrants from Kerala, predominantly single women, formed 
anotherr significant stream. The third stream was men and women from middle-
andd lower-middle-class and working-class households from Delhi itself. These 
heterogeneouss and differentiated labour markets catered to different gendered 
labourr regimes, with segmentation as well as overlapping circles of recruitment, 
reflectingg managerial recruitment practices. There was class as well as 
social/culturall  distance between categories of both men and women workers in 
thee production process. The chart that follows shows the social composition of 
workerss in each gendered labour regime. I have used a descriptive sociological 
categorisationn of class differences based on occupation of main earner, male or 
femalee to highlight the social characteristics of the different streams of labour. I 
havee indicated per capita household income of different categories to provide a 
sensee of their economic status.3 
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FigureFigure 3.1 Social composition of gendered labour regimes (author's estimates) 

GLR1 1 

10% % 

60% % 

GLR3 3 

18% % 

40% % 

60% % 

Legend: : 

 Delhi working class poor 

 Delhi working class 

DD Delhi middle/lower middle class 

 Hinterland migrants 

 Kerala migrants 

Labourr  market in Delhi 

Delhii  is quintessentially a migrant city, and immigration has been a major 
reasonn for its urban population growth. In 1981, for instance, migrants 
constitutedd around 49 percent of the urban population of Delhi (Jha, 1990:48). 
Politicall  factors led to two significant waves of in-migration, in 1941-51 due to 
resettlementt of Partition refugees, and again in the 1970s of Bengalis from 
Bangladesh.. However, there continues to be a steady stream of labour migrants 
intoo the city. It is estimated that around 200,000 migrants come into Delhi every 
yearr and settle in the slum clusters around the city. Majumdar's study of the 
urbann poor in Delhi concluded: 

...thee most effective and dynamic force will not be simply the increase in the 
numberr and size of the cities but their progressive proletarianisation. The future 
cityy will be one of the working class recruited largely from the rural migrants and 
itt is they who are likely to shape the social profile of the city. (Majumdar, 1979: 
29-30). . 
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Sincee 1991 there has been a steady increase in migration into the city, and in 
20000 was more than one and a half times the natural growth in population. 
(GOD,, 2000:3) Early studies on in-migration into Delhi found that the vast 
majorit yy of rural migrants came from the adjoining provinces of Uttar  Pradesh, 
Rajasthann and Haryana (Majumdar , 1978, 1983; DDA, 1986; Yadav, 1987). 
Laterr  studies have pointed to the increasing flow from Bihar  as well. A survey 
off  500 workers in the small-scale manufacturing sector  in Delhi found that Bihar 
andd Eastern Uttar  Pradesh supplied the largest number  of workers (71.8 per 
cent)) with 10 per  cent from Western Uttar  Pradesh and the remaining from Delhi 
andd Haryana (CEC, 1993). The Economic Survey of Delhi 1999-2000 survey 
foundd the largest stream of migration to be from Uttar  Pradesh (49.6 percent), 
withh 11.8 percent from Haryana and 10.9 percent from Bihar. A recent study on 
dailyy labour  markets in Delhi found that Uttar  Pradesh, Bihar, Rajasthan and 
Madhyaa Pradesh ranked highest in order  of significance as regions of origin for 
migrantss (Singh, 2002). None of these studies mention workers from Kerala, 
whoo are a growing section of the workforce employed in the electronics and 
exportt  garment factories in Delhi's industrial areas. The focus in these studies 
hass been on male migrants, either  single or  with families, and not on women 
migrants.. Therefore, it is the stream of independent female migrants from Kerala 
thatt  forms the first  subject for  the description of labour  supply to the electronics 
industry. . 

Migrant ss from Kerala: first  and second wave 

Theree were two categories of women migrants: early migrants from the first 
wavee in 1984-85 and a subsequent ongoing stream in the 1990s. 

FirstFirst wave migrants 

Thee entry of migrant workers from Kerala into the Delhi labour  market started 
inn 1984. Since then a steady stream of young unmarried girls in particular  has 
continuedd to come to the city, as jobs were available in the export garment and 
electronicss factories. There does not appear  to be a system of a formal labour 
contractorr  recruitin g the girls, though they often came in groups. The usual 
patternn seemed to be recruitment through an individual' s kin and friendship 
networks.. Whenever  workers went home to Kerala on leave, they would return 
withh relatives or  friends. Withi n a period of three to four  months, the new 
migrantss would have found a job either  in the same unit as their  relatives or  in 
otherr  electronic factories. A common pattern was the migration of an elder 
sister,, with the younger  sister  following after  a few years. Workers came 
predominantlyy from two districts in Kerala: Allepy and Kottayam. Most of them 
camee from small farmer  households, and 80 percent were Christians. 

AA number  of women migrants who had come to Delhi in the 1980s as 
unmarriedd girl s were now married to men from Kerala. In some cases they had 
mett  their  husbands in Delhi itself and in others they had got married to men in 



106 106 ChapterChapter 3 

theirr home towns and the men had followed their wives to Delhi and found jobs. 
Inn a few instances, women came after marriage with their husbands to Delhi and 
tookk up work after their husbands had left for the Middle East. Many of the first 
wavee male migrants from Kerala had tried, some successfully, to get jobs in the 
Gulf.. Coming to work in Delhi was seen as a stopover en route, a way to obtain 
thee money to pay labour contractors for the coveted Middle East jobs. Apart 
fromm their own earnings, a number of men managed to make the required 
paymentss with the dowry they got after marrying. Leela Gulati notes that 
migrationn to the Middle East was at a high point in 1987, and marriages 
contractedd during this period were often to acquire travel money and establish 
contactss in the Middle East4 (Gulati, 1997). In the mid-nineties, a number of 
thesee men had returned and tried to find jobs in Delhi, usually in other 
industries. . 

Mostt of the married women from Kerala left their children there, usually 
withh their natal family. Some of the early migrants, however, had arranged for 
theirr children to join them in Delhi once they themselves were settled and the 
childrenn were of school going age. Yashoda's household was typical of those 
earlyy migrants. She had come to Delhi in 1984 with her uncle, who got her a job 
inn Monica Electronics. Her uncle arranged her marriage a few years later to a 
Keralitee already working in Delhi. In 1991, her husband got a job in Dubai. 
Yashodaa had two children. One was left in Kerala, and the younger child, 
togetherr with a cousin (who was also employed in an electronics factory), lived 
withh her in Delhi. Her total household income was Rs. 6200 per month (salary 
pluss remittance from her husband). The breakdown of monthly expenditure was: 

TableTable 3.5 Household monthly expenditure 

Rentt  Rs. 1600 
Crèchee Rs. 500 
Milkk Rs. 500 
Foodd Rs. 700 
11 chil d in Kerala Rs. 300 

Totall  Rs. 3600 

Itt was therefore possible for Yashoda to save and also buy a washing 
machinee and other consumer items. 

Suchh a household was not immune to economic pressures and could easily 
slipp into a lower income category, as Celine and Ramani's cases illustrate. 
Celinee had a permanent job in Monica Electronics where she had worked since 
1984.. She had married a few years previously and her husband had left for the 
Gulf.. After three years, he returned and got a job as a printer in a small-scale 
printingg unit. The ban on lottery tickets in 1994 by the Delhi government had 
causedd a major crisis for these small units, many of which then shut down. 
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Celine'ss husband had been unemployed for two years and was finding it difficult 
too get a job in spite of having technical qualifications. 

Ramani'ss husband, also Gulf returned, managed to get work as a technician 
inn a private air-conditioning unit on a piece-rate basis. His income had always 
beenn irregular but it enabled them to save, send money home and visit then-
daughterr in Kerala at least once a year. For the last six months though he had 
beenn unemployed. During the period of research, a number of the migrant 
householdss investigated were dependent solely on the earnings of the wife, the 
husbandd having become unemployed. Though exposed to vulnerability, these 
migrantss present a different picture from the one normally associated with 
labourr migrants in general as being the 'poorest of the poor'. 

Firstt wave migrants from Kerala were now 30-35 years old, and had around 
tenn years of service in the same factory. The long service records of many 
womenn workers in the case study point to the 'stability' rather than complete 
'flexibility '' of the work force. This is contrary to the conclusions of other case 
studiess of the electronics industry, where 'natural turnover' is cited as a special 
featuree of women's suitability for this kind of employment. Job security had also 
changedd migrant aspirations, and for some of them Delhi was beginning to be 
seenn as another home. 

Anamma,, for instance, came to Delhi with her husband in 1980 and got a job 
inn Control and Switch Gear through relatives already working in Delhi. Her 
husbandd worked as a store-keeper in another factory. She had moved up in the 
lastt 15 years from assembly work to final checking, and was considered a skilled 
workerr due to seniority. Initially, Anamma and her husband had sent remittances 
homee to their families in Kerala, but stopped after they had a child. The decision 
too keep the child with them rather than with their family in Kerala reflected the 
stabilityy of their situation. Both of them now had permanent jobs with a per 
capitaa monthly income of Rs.1536, which was close to the statutory minimum 
wagee for semi-skilled workers. Other than annual visits home, recurrent 
expendituree was rent of Rs. 800 for a single room with a shared toilet and 
kitchen.. They had been able to save money, and Anamma had even bought land 
inn Badarpur on the outskirts of Delhi. Long-term migration had created dual 
optionss for such households and they alternated between planning to return 
sometimee to Kerala and staying on in Delhi. Anamma had put her child in an 
English-mediumm school, keeping in mind that she may return someday to Kerala 
afterr selling off the land. She was also planning to join a co-operative housing 
schemee to build a house on the land in Badarpur. 

SecondSecond wave migrants from Kerala 

Young,, unmarried girls constituted the second and continuing stream of new 
migrants.. The unmarried girls usually lived two or three in one rented room, 
sharingg a toilet and kitchen with other workers also from Kerala. Rama, for 
instance,, shared the rent of a single room and cooking expenses with another 
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womann worker friend, in a house where the other two rooms were occupied by a 
marriedd couple and two other girls. Some residential arrangements were based 
onn kinship, with brothers and sisters sharing rooms. Friendship was the base of 
otherr sharing arrangements. All the young unmarried girls lived clustered in the 
mainn migrant colony of Gobindpuri. A major consideration was the security and 
protectionprotection provided by the migrant community in the neighbourhood. 

Al ll  the migrant women (first and second wave) had studied up to the 12th 

standard,, and in most cases also had a diploma for typing. Some had more 
advancedd secretarial skills such as shorthand in English. Migrant men from 
Keralaa were more technically qualified than women, usually possessing 
diplomass as electricians or laboratory technicians. There were two main reasons 
givenn for migrating to Delhi: absence of any industry or employment prospects 
inn Kerala; and the prospect of earning more money in Delhi. As Ramani put it: 

Theree are no factories in Kerala - only the coir industry which we consider 
dirtyy work; only harijan (untouchable) women work there. Boys can still get 
somee jobs as mechanics but there is no work for women. How many can get 
jobss in schools and colleges - there are too many educated girls in Kerala. 

Contraryy to the image of industrial labour migrants as unskilled, driven by 
necessityy to accept any job, these women's self-image was of being 'educated 
andd skilled', their reference point being white-collar jobs rather than 'dirty lower 
castee and low-level industrial work'. The same applied to the men, as 
Madhusudan,, a male migrant from Kerala, explained: 

Theree is some kind of work available in Kerala, but we do not want to do it. 
Peoplee look down upon us. When we are working in Delhi they think we are 
doingg very well. My family was very happy and told everyone when I sent 
Rs.. 500 extra last month after we got a bonus payment. 

Thee statements about the lack of employment in Kerala corroborate the 
assessmentt of the downside of the 'Kerala model'. Kerala provides an example 
off  public action in the promotion of basic human capabilities. The position of 
womenn in particular scores high on social indicators, with literacy rates of even 
scheduledd caste women better than the all-India figures. However, social 
developmentt has occurred along with economic backwardness. Unemployment, 
especiallyy of educated youth is very high (Kannan, 1999; Mathew, 1997). In the 
1980ss in particular, the traditional coir, handloom and cashew industries 
declined,, and there were very few opportunities for alternative employment for 
women.. The presentation of this situation by the migrant workers interviewed 
emphasisess the 'choice' aspect rather than the imperative to migrate for 
employment.. According to them, the electronics and garment factories were 
cleann and modern, were located in the capital city and had prestige value. In this 
case,, employer preference for migrant labour coincided with the migrants' 
aspirations. . 
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Regionall  and kin networks were crucial for  migrants' entry and survival in 
thee labour  market. These networks provided access to jobs, the Kerala 
(Malayali)) Association provided social support and cultural affinity , a Keralit e 
tradee unionist was consulted informall y on labour  disputes, and residential 
clusterss provided security from harassment in the neighbourhood. As Lee's 
studyy points out, such regional networks provided for  the reproduction of labour 
powerr  at a much lower  cost than if employers were to pay for  recruiting, 
housingg and protecting workers (Lee, 1998:84). Part of the cost of reproduction 
(childcaree and schooling) was transferred to families in Kerala, as women left 
babiess and young children to be bought up by their  mothers and mothers-in-law. 
Thesee conditions played an important role in labour  control. 

Malee migrants from the hinterland 

Manyy male workers in the electronics industry had migrated trom Uttar  Pradesh, 
Haryanaa and Bihar. Most of the workers from UP came trom small farmer 
households.. The Bihar  migrants were mainly from landless households.5 Migrant 
malee workers consisted of two different categories: settled migrants and 
migrantss with active rural links. Settled migrants were workers who had 
migratedd to Delhi in the late seventies and early eighties, mainly from Uttar 
Pradesh.. Eventually they had married and brought their  family to the city. Their 
link ss with their  villages of origin became primaril y social in nature. These 
settledd migrants constitute a major  component of industrial worker  households 
andd are discussed in the next section. 

Thee main category of male migrants with active rural links usually migrated 
withoutt  their  families. Workers from Bihar, who were landless and lower  caste, 
returnedd to their  villages during the harvesting season and fitted into the 
circulatingg migration pattern described by Breman (Breman, 1996:84-85). Most 
off  them had temporary jobs, and this was an important factor  in living alone in 
thee city.6 On the whole, however, even these single male migrants did not see 
theirr  stay in Delhi as temporary and over  time rural links were limited to sending 
remittancess whenever  possible, with a yearly visit home. A second segment 
consistedd of migrants from the neighbouring state of Haryana. They maintained 
aa dual location as industrial workers as well as farmers. For  instance, Vijender 
Singh,, assistant engineer  at Weston, commuted daily from Kondal village near 
Faridabadd to the factory. He also worked on the farm. Such migrants came from 
marginall  farmer  backgrounds, and the family could not survive only on returns 
fromm agriculture. Despite their  rural links, these migrants were primaril y 
dependentt  on urban wages for  reproduction of their  labour  power. When 
workerss lost their  jobs, their  household situation deteriorated sharply, as the 
villagee offered only a temporary refuge (see Chapter  6). 

AA thir d segment of labour  consisted of young boys between the ages of 12 
andd 16 years employed as helpers, primaril y in the tiny enterprises. These were 
oftenn runaways from neighbouring towns, or  they came from the slums around 
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thee industrial area. A number of them slept in the corridors or ground floor 
verandahh of the flatted factory complex. They returned home once a fortnight, or 
whenn they received their wages. 

Workerss from Delhi and neighbouring small towns 

Thee third stream of labour, both women and men, came from Delhi itself, as 
welll  as small towns such as Faridabad and Ghaziabad. There were distinct and 
separatee class segments from which labour was recruited: working-class 
householdss (differentiated into two segments - a middle-income and a low-
incomee category) and middle- and lower-middle-class households. 

WorkingWorking class households: first and second generation 

AA large section of men workers came originally from Uttar Pradesh and 
Haryana,, but they had lived in Delhi for over fifteen years at the time of the 
study.. In the space often to fifteen years, they had made a transition from being 
migrantss to becoming city dwellers. Balwant Singh's story was typical of the 
Purabiss who had come to Delhi in the late seventies. In 1973, at the age of 18, 
Balwantt Singh had left his village, Khergaon in Garwal, Uttar Pradesh, to look 
forr work in Delhi. In the village he left behind, his widowed mother and three 
youngerr siblings just managed to feed themselves from her pension as a 
schoolteacherr and from the produce from a small plot of land. For a year 
Balwantt Singh drifted doing odd casual jobs. He then got work in Weston (then 
calledd Sangam Electronics). Though he had passed the 12th standard, he started 
workk as a helper. In 1980, all the workers from the unit were shifted to the 
newlyy set up Nickitasha factory in Faridabad. New workers with Industrial 
Trainingg Institute (ITT) certificates were being recruited for Sangam's black and 
whitee television manufacturing unit in the Okhla Industrial Estate, now renamed 
Weston.. Balwant did the ITI course on his own and rose to the category of 
technician.. After ten years, he was working in the quality control department 
doingg final checks of the newly introduced colour television sets. He used to 
makee regular annual visits home. He married in the village, and brought his wife 
too live in Delhi. 

Clearly,, employment in the organised sector was a major factor in migrants' 
decisionn to bring their wives to the city. This was akin to a commitment to 
continuee life in the shehr (city) rather than the goon (village). This group of 
earlyy rural migrant workers was, in terms of social base and consciousness, fully 
constitutedd as an industrial proletariat. A number of women workers in the 
samplee came from these households. Their husbands were also (or had been) 
industriall  workers, employed either in the electronics industry or in other 
factories.. Some of the older married women were 'crisis entry' workers - death 
orr unemployment of their husbands had pushed them into factory work. Others 
hadd joined the factory along with their husbands, as managers urged the men to 
bringg their wives to work in the expanding television units. 



SegmentedSegmented and Overlapping Labour Markets 111 111 

Thee next group were second-generation industrial workers, i.e. unmarried 
daughterss and sons of die men and women who had joined the factories in the 
mid-seventies.. They had a strong sense of identification as industrial workers, 
havingg watched their  parents participate in union organising and struggles. The 
first -- and second-generation workers described above had a certain level of 
economicc security, a regular  income from one or  two earners, and die stability 
andd identity of organised sector  workers. 

PoorPoor working class households 

AA thir d section of workers from Delhi came from extremely poor  and vulnerable 
households.. Apart from a few married women whose husbands were 
unemployedd or  employed in irregular  casual jobs, these were single women -
widows,, divorcees or  deserted women - or  older, unmarried women. The 
householdd income in this category ranged from Rs. 3S0 to Rs. 1433 (monthly) 
perr  capita, which is below the statutory minimum wage level for  unskilled 
workers.. Widows who were sole earners constituted the poorest group, m 
householdss where the father  had died and daughters have taken over  the 
provisioningg of the household, a new phenomenon - the elder  sister  syndrome -
hadd emerged. These 'elder  sisters/daughters' were often the only or  main earners 
forr  their  families. Some households were surviving solely with the income from 
twoo daughters. Shama has worked in a large-scale television factory for  more 
thann 15 years, since her  father  died. She has been the only earner  for  a 
householdd composed of her  mother  and younger  sister. She financed her  sister's 
educationn until her  sister  graduated. Shama was making arrangements to get her 
sisterr  married. Her  sister  had also started work in the same factory until her 
marriagee was fixed, to help earn her  'dowry* . A number  of elder  sisters had 
takenn on the role of educating their  siblings; in the process sacrificing the 
possibilityy of getting married themselves. Such households could rarely move 
outt  of a precarious survival situation; the elder  sister  could rarely withdraw from 
wagee work.8 

Thee workers from poor  working-class households lived in jhuggis (illegal 
squatterr  settlements) or  one or  two rented rooms in neighbouring low-income 
coloniess of Gobindpuri , Kotla and Dashshinpuri. Rented accommodation added 
additionall  pressure for  a regular  monthly income. The stark picture that emerges 
iss the extreme dependency of these households on wage work, and particularl y 
onn female earnings. The average family size was 5.3, and the average number  of 
earnerss was 2.8. In a number  of households, there were only two female earners. 
Femalee earnings in households where mere was also a male earner  (usually 
brothers)) ranged from 33 percent to 48 percent of total family income. These 
householdss were barely able to cover  basic subsistence needs, since both men 
andd women earners were slotted into jobs with low levels of income. Compared 
too the working class households linked to the organised sector  described above, 
thesee households reflected the predominance of informal sector  employment. 
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Ann analysis of the employment status of all the household members in this 
categoryy shows that it was women who had more regular jobs than men in their 
households.. Female earners were employed either in electronics or in the export 
garmentt industry, while some older women were in domestic service. Men were 
inn either irregular casual jobs in small scale engineering units, or did freelance 
repairr work of household appliances such as air-conditioners. These economic 
andd social characteristics of workers implied a complete dependence on wage 
work.. They held on to their present job with desperation. 

Middle-Middle- and lower-middle-class households 

Anotherr group from Delhi were first-time industrial workers, mainly from 
lower-middle-classs families. They lived either in complex or nuclear 
households;; and a number of them had fathers who had retired from government 
servicee as Class IV employees. The occupation of fathers in government service 
includedd administrative or technical work in the customs department, civil 
engineering,, telephone department, and in the municipal corporation. These 
householdss had either a regular income or a pension ranging from Rs. 900 to 
15000 to fall back on. They lived in janta (government subsidised) Delhi 
Developmentt Area flats, which they owned. In the newly established 
multinationall  factories, women from a similar background were recruited from 
neighbouringg small towns such as Faridabad, Ghaziabad and NOIDA. Their 
fatherss also had government jobs, but at lower levels of civil administration such 
ass peons, drivers, and security guards. In many of these households the brothers s 
weree studying or getting some technical training while the daughters were, in 
mostt cases, the other main earners in the family - their contributions ranging 
fromfrom 50-75 percent. 

Womenn from slightly better off middle-class homes, with a per capita 
monthlyy income ranging from Rs. 1973.33 to Rs. 3500, were employed 
particularlyy by the newly established multinational companies. The family size 
wass smaller, and these were households which could afford and did invest in the 
educationn of their children. Malini Singh, who had a B.Sc. Engineering degree, 
forr instance, had two sisters. One had a MBA and was married, and the other 
sisterr was still studying. Her father was a Superintendent Engineer employed by 
thee Uttar Pradesh government Her mother has never worked outside the home, 
andd they live in a three-room flat subsidised by the government. She had worked 
forr six months in a telecommunications firm before joining Panasonic. 

AA group of men workers also came from this background - households 
wheree the father had retired from a government job and was receiving a pension. 
Thesee men workers lived with their families in government-subsidised housing 
inn colonies such as Dilshad Gardens, Kalkajee, and Patpatganj. Although a few 
off  them had received some technical training, most of them did not have any 
speciall  qualifications. In the factory, they often worked as foremen or 
supervisors,, and most of them were Punjabis. Younger men recruited in the 
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eighties,, however, usually had a diploma from the Industrial Training Institute 
orr some private technical institution. 

Examiningg the 'Distress Entr y Thesis' and Reasons for  Wage 
Work k 

Inn this section, the contribution of women workers to the family economy, the 
reasonss they took up waged work, and the distress entry as well as household 
strategyy thesis are critically assessed. Households have been classified on the 
basiss of per capita monthly income (total household income by household size) 
andd then placed in statutory minimum wage categories specified for the Delhi 
electronicss industry in 1994. Rather than using the dubious poverty-line 
estimates,, I have used the minimum wage categories as the available official 
norm.. Per capita monthly income (total household size by total household 
income)) is indeed a crude measure since it assumes that all members of the 
householdd have the same needs and that income is pooled equally. Both 
assumptionss are problematic since variations of need with age are not accounted 
forr and individual incomes are not necessarily equally shared - a point 
highlightedd by feminist deconstruction of intra-household relations. Adult 
equivalencee scales are considered a better measure. However these are also 
basedd on subjective a priori assessment of consumption patterns and needs of 
childrenn and women as seen in the minimum wage discussion elaborated in 
Chapterr 2. All measures of income distribution and inequality involve 'social 
judgement'' and none can be seen as completely value free. I have therefore used 
aa simple measure and then classified households in relation to statutory norms 
specifiedd for that period. 

Thee minimum wage for the electronics industry includes recognition of 
humann capital along with an assessment of basic needs, since it differentiates 
betweenn skill levels. Such a classification is therefore wider than the simple 
basicc needs minimum wage and also allows interrogation of the assumption that 
thee minimum wage should be able to meet the basic needs of a four-member 
familyy (discussed in Chapter 2). On the basis of this classification (Table 3.6), 
655 per cent of the workers' households fell in the low-income group, which is 
beloww the stipulated minimum wage. The middle-income category, which 
includess the minimum wage stipulated for unskilled and semi-skilled workers, 
hadd 10 per cent of the households. 25 per cent of the households were in the 
high-incomee category, which includes the minimum wage specified for skilled 
workerss in the Delhi electronics industry. 

Thee average family size of the total sample was 4.5. 54.5 per cent were in the 
lowerr category of two to four persons, and 15.1 per cent were in the higher 
categoryy of more than seven persons. The average family size in the sample 
studiedd was slightly lower than the average for urban Delhi based on the 1991 
Census,, which was 4.99, itself lower than the overall average for Delhi which 
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wass 5.06 (Economic Survey of Delhi, 2000). Empirical reality thus questions the 
fourr member family norm which is the basis of minimum wage calculations. 

TableTable 3.6 Household categories: Per capita income group (monthly) by minimum 
wagewage categories 

Incom ee grou p 

Lowerr (Below Rs. 1419) 
Middlee (Rs. 1420-1843) 
Higherr (Rs. 1844 +) 

Total l 

Percen t t 

65.15 5 
9.09 9 

25.76 6 

100.00 0 

NN = 132 

Thee data also shows that a majority of households in this study were 
dependentt on the earnings of two and three income earners. The average number 
off  earners was 2.15 and average number of dependants 2.52. 

TableTable 3.7 Household categories by male/female distribution of earners 

Incom e e 
grou p p 

Lower r 
Middl e e 
Highe r r 

Total l 

Perr  cent 

Singl e e 
incom e e 

1* * 

28 8 

28 8 

21.2 2 

Two o 
Income s s 

2 2 

10 0 
2 2 

3 3 

26 6 
8 8 

12 2 

58 8 

43.9 9 

4 4 

2 2 
2 2 

14 4 

Threee or more 
income s s 

5 5 

18 8 

6 6 

6 6 

2 2 

7 7 

2 2 

46 6 

34.8 8 

Total l 
household s s 

86 6 
12 2 
34 4 

132 2 

Percen t t 

65.2 2 
9.1 1 

25.8 8 

100 0 

NN = 132 

'Genderr  of earners is as follows : 
1.. One female earner 
2.. Two female earners 
3.. One male and one female earner 
4.. Two males and one female 
5.. Two females and one male earner 
6.. Three females 
7.. Two males and two females 

Thee data show that gaining a higher income (equivalent to the minimum 
wagee of a skilled worker and above) required a larger number of earners. All 
householdss in the higher-income category had at least two earners, with a larger 
numberr with three earners. Gender-differentiated returns in the labour market 
aree reflected in the table, which shows a larger number of households with two 
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malee earners and one female earner (14 households [Column 4]) in the high-
incomee category, while households with two female earners and one male earner 
(188 households [Column 5]) are predominantly in the lower-income category. 
Overall,, households dependent solely or predominantly on female earnings 
(Columnss 1,2, 5 and 6) fall into the lower-income category. 

Singlee income households (28 households [Column 1]) were all female-
headed,, constituting the poorest and most vulnerable group, and all were in the 
lower-incomee category. An important finding of this study is that a majority of 
thee other households were also significantly dependent on female earners. The 
numberr of households with no male earner at all (42 households [Columns 1, 2 
andd 6]) constituted 31.8 per cent of the total. Of these, two-thirds were sole 
femalee earners and one-third were households with two or three female earners. 

Thee significance of household dependence on female earning also emerges 
fromm the data on the rest of the households that had male earners as well. 
Householdss with two male earners and one female earner (18 households 
[Columnn 4]) constituted 13.6 percent of the total. Households with two female 
earnerss and one male earner (24 households [Column 5]) were 18.2 per cent. 
Overall,, the data show that in half the households (50 per cent), the 
responsibilityresponsibility for household provisioning rests predominantly on women 
workers. workers. 

FigureFigure 3.2 Respondents' income as a percentage of total household income 

 BELOW 25% 

 25% TO 50% 

 50 TO 75 

 75 TO 100 

t JJ /O 

40% % 

35% % 

30% % 

25% % 
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FigureFigure 3.3 All female earners' share as a percentage of total household income 
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Dataa in the charts above show that total female contribution to household 
incomee was high: 46 per cent contributed from fifty to hundred percent and 38 
perr cent contributed from twenty five to fifty percent of total household income, 
withh only 17 per cent contributing less than twenty five percent. The data thus 
indicatess a shift in the structure of male provisioning, and challenges the myth of 
thee male breadwinner gender contract implicit in labour legislation. 

Thiss aggregate picture needs further definition to delineate the reasons that 
womenn entered into wage work, and the nature of their economic contribution. 

Reasonss for  work 

Whenn the women interviewed for the study were asked why they worked, there 
weree usually two standard responses: 'majburi' (economic necessity) and 'time 
pass'.pass'. The young, never married girls tended to respond with the latter. Both 
thesee responses would confirm the view that women entered employment due to 
distress,, or were forced by circumstances, or were temporary sojourners in the 
factory,, waiting to get married. My earlier research with women workers in 
textile,, garment and electronics factories had alerted me to the fallacy of resting 
contentt with these initial responses. Unravelling the diverse motivations which 
propell women to take up employment requires going beyond initial responses. 
Thesee are often a reiteration of dominant gender ideology, elicited by the nature 
off the question itself. There is a problem in the way the question is posed: it 
alreadyy implies that the entry of women into waged work is an anomaly 
requiringg explanation. The question incorporates the ideological assumption of 
thee male breadwinner model, and has a middle-class, upper-caste, male-
dominantt gender ideology bias.9 
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Theree are many caste groups as well as sections of traditional working-class 
communitiess where women do work outside the home, and there is no stigma 
attachedd to this fact. Women textile workers I had met in Ahmedabad coming 
fromm the dalit (scheduled caste) community never questioned the fact they had 
workedd or that their daughters too would work. The issue for discussion was 
whetherr the textile mills would hire them, and whether there were any 
possibilitiess for the much coveted government jobs (Chhachhi, 1983). Karin 
Kapadia'ss study in rural South India also highlights the striking contrasts 
betweenn upper-caste and dalit norms regarding women's breadwinning roles. 
(Kapadia,, 1995) The idea implied in the term 'time pass* - that young girls are 
onlyy working temporarily til l they get married - is often an illusion. Many girls 
continuedd to work 'temporarily*  for years, before marriage and even after 
marriage.. The phrase 'economic necessity' in itself does not say anything about 
thee reasons for work. Clearly, no woman (or for that matter any man) would slog 
forr eight to ten hours in monotonous work, subjected to discipline and control by 
supervisorss and employers, if they did not have to - given needs/ wants 
otherwisee not attainable. As Lee puts it". . .citing an increase in income says too 
littl ee about for whom and for what purpose the money was intended...' (Lee, 
1998:73).. It is also necessary to delve further into the processes by which the 
actuall  decision to work was made, and whether this decision was based on 
consensuss or resistance within the household. These are processes which are 
ignoredd or assumed in the 'household strategy' approach, based on the 
assumptionn that the household is a conflict-free arena. 

InIn the following section I apply Naila Kabeer's two-way classification of 
responsess of women garment workers in Bangladesh, based on the kind of 
'agency'' women had and the extent to which the dynamics around the decision 
too work were characterised by consensus or conflict. Kabeer identified five 
patterns,, as follows: 

1.. ReluOctant agency, uncontested decision making - women affected by sudden 
adversityy who saw factory work as a contraction of choice 

2.2. Active agency, uncontested decision making - women from very poor 
backgroundss who viewed the availability of garment employment as an 
improvementt in their opportunities to work 

3.. Active agency, consensual decision making - women who made an active 
choicee to work and whose contribution was valued 

4.. Active agency, negotiated decision making - women who choose to work but 
hadd to negotiate with parents or husbands for approval 

5.. Active agency, conflictual decision making - women who decided to continue 
workk in spite of opposition and resistance within the family 

(Kabeer,, 2000:100) 

II  use 'choice to work* rather than the term agency. I look at both the range of 
reasonss given for going out to work, and the processes around the decision to 
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work.. I highlight the roles of circumstance and agency, and of individual and 
collectivee interests within the household. 

'Noo choice, uncontested decision making and own choice, uncontested 
decisionn making* 

Forr women from poor households, it was clearly the needs of basic survival 
whichh caused them to work. This category consisted mostly of married women 
whosee husbands were either unemployed or had irregular jobs, often as piece-
ratee workers for contractors. For women from households which survived on 
irregularr income from the informal sector, a job in the electronic factories - even 
inn the tiny units with low wages and bad working conditions - provided the 
possibilityy of a regular income, and that was crucial. Another section of women 
fromm poor households had to take up waged work due to the sudden death of the 
onlyy (male) earning member of the household. Kamlesh's story for instance is a 
classicc one. Married at the age of 14, she never finished school, had two children 
andd then her husband died. Her in-laws refused to support her, so she returned to 
herr mother who lived alone, and started work in a tiny electronics unit. Now 40 
yearss old and having worked for eleven years in the same unit, she says she has 
'noo choice but to work' to ensure her son's education and daughter's marriage. 

Thee other category of 'distress entry' workers were deserted and divorced 
women.. Rani, for instance, had been deserted by her husband a few years after 
herr marriage. Initially she had stayed on her own and started working in an 
exportt garment unit. When it was clear that her husband would not return, she 
returnedd to her widowed mother's house. Through the personal recommendation 
off  her younger sister who had been working for three years in a tiny electronics 
unit,, she got a job in the same unit. In numerous cases, widows and deserted 
womenn found they got no support from their in-laws. On the contrary, when 
adversityy struck, they were often abused and hounded out of their marital home. 
Thee only support they had was from their natal family. Here too, however, they 
hadd to strive not to be seen as a burden. For instance, Rani's natal family was 
alreadyy struggling and there was no way she could have stayed on without 
earningg her own livelihood. Her natal family consisted of her widowed mother, 
twoo brothers, a sister-in-law, nephew and younger sister Meena. Til l the elder 
brotherr started earning, their widowed mother had worked as a domestic servant. 
Whenn she stopped, Meena began work in an electronics unit at the age of 18. 
Shee was now 25 years old, still unmarried, and the second main earner for the 
household.. She continued to work so her younger brother could study. Thus in 
Meena'ss case, her reasons for work continued to be economic, but the nature of 
thatt need had shifted from supporting the whole family to contributing towards 
improvingg the career chances for her brother. 

Inn relation to the decision to work, neither Rani nor Meena, nor the other 
householdd members had a choice. Some of the women who had been forced to 
workk due to sudden adversity did see this compulsion to work as a 'curse', a 
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punishmentt  due to 'bad kanna'. This would indeed fall into Kabeer's first 
categoryy of 'reluctant agency, uncontested decision making'. However, most of 
thee others from poor  households had both made the decision and found the job 
themselves,, and were also supported by family members. Bina (mentioned in the 
introduction )) went around on her  own checking different factories until she 
managedd to get a job. For  these women, a regular  income was a major  boon. 
Theree was no major  distinction between married and unmarried women in 
relationn to intra-household dynamics. 

Anotherr  group of women from a different cultural context also fit into this 
category.. For  the women migrants from Kerala, the reason to work arose neither 
fromm the threat to basic survival or  conscious improvement in standards of 
living,, but simply from the imperative to earn one's own living. This was 
particularl yy true for  the rural migrants from Kerala. Although motivated by 
economicc need and lack of employment possibilities in Kerala itself, these 
womenn would not have starved if they had stayed on in Kerala. It was part of the 
culturall  milieu that women worked; there was no stigma attached to working 
outsidee the home, and household members were supportive of the decision to 
migrate.. Some have argued that this 'progressive' attitude towards women's 
workk has enabled the acceptance within Kerala of the mass migration of women 
too distant places in India.1 

'Ownn choice, consensual decision making* 

Generall  improvement and raising the standard of living were the reasons given 
byy a second group of married women coming from both industrial and 
middle/lower-middle-classs households. Children' s education was a key reason 
and,, interestingly, there was no distinction made between education for  girl s and 
forr  boys. Sandhya came from an organised-sector  working-class household; both 
shee and her  husband worked in the same electronics factory. She said she started 
workingg initiall y primaril y to save money so she could send her  two children (a 
gir ll  and a boy) to a good school. Both the daughter  and son were now studying 
att  Frank Anthony, a school that the middle- and even upper-middle-class parents 
sendd their  children to. A few years before, her  husband had been fired. Now the 
householdd managed only on her  income. 

Forr  this group, the decision to work was made jointly . At times, husbands 
hadd found out about jobs available in their  own factory. In other  cases, women 
hadd heard about jobs from friends and relatives. None of these married women 
reportedd resistance or  opposition to their  working from their  husbands. As 
Sandhyaa said, 'Only my mother-in-law complained, since I was no longer 
aroundd to attend to her  every need. But once I bought her  a sari from my salary, 
shee stopped complaining.' 
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'Ownn choice, negotiated decision making* 

AA third group of young, unmarried girls were working to earn their dowries. The 
increasingg phenomenon of young girls taking up employment to save for their 
marriagee cannot be understood only in terms of a 'household strategy', or as 
motivatedd only by personal need. For some from better-off households, a good 
dowryy was a passport to a good marriage in a higher income group, or a means 
too satisfy personal desires to acquire the latest consumer goods. For others, it 
wass a fearful response to the rise in dowry demands given the latest consumer 
itemss - television, refrigerators, washing machines, cars - which were becoming 
aa condition for marriage which their households could not fulfil . For a 
significantt section, their earnings were die only possibility of a dowry at all, 
sincee fathers and brothers were unable to fulfi l their customary obligations to 
providee it. 'Working for my dowry' and 'time pass' were often, however, 
euphemisms.. These responses were public scripts which legitimised and 'non-
perceived'' the fact that often the daughter's earnings were a necessary and major 
contributionn to household income and consumption. 

Furtherr inquiry revealed that more complex family dynamics might be 
operatingg for these young unmarried women who went out to work. The 
decisionn to work was often based on the 'unspoken' realisation that fathers or 
brotherss were under considerable tension and worried about their inability to 
providee a dowry. These girls actively sought work to relieve and take on the 
'burden'' they represented within die family. In most cases, their actions were 
acceptedd without any clear acknowledgement of the actual reason. Poonam's 
father,, for instance, neither opposed nor accepted. He just said that 'the job 
wouldd keep her busy'. Some did face opposition, particularly from elder 
brothers,, but were able to get support from other family members to counter diis 
opposition.. Many girls mentioned how their mothers interceded on their behalf 
andd convinced doubtful male members of the household. In most cases these 
girlss did have to negotiate, persuade and convince one or another male family 
memberr to be able to take up work, fitting the fourth pattern identified by 
Kabeer. . 

'Ownn choice, uncontested decision-making1 

AA group of young unmarried women coming from better off middle-class 
householdss entered into employment as a personal career choice. These girls all 
hadd higher education qualifications and a diploma in electrical engineering from 
polytechnics.. Some of them had already worked briefly in other companies. 
Evenn in their present jobs, they continued to keep their options open. Those 
workingg in the newly set up Panasonic factory said they were waiting to see if 
theyy would get an increment at the end of that year, and if not they would just 
quit.. This confidence that they could exercise choice even for a particular 
companyy arose from a specific demand for young women with institutional 
trainingg in die new multinational companies. A small survey of polytechnics in 
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Neww Delhi showed that a large number  of such persons were enrolling, and the 
institutess reported a 100 per  cent placement rate. 

Conc lud ingg Remarks 

Thee great diversity in the economic and social backgrounds of women in the 
electronicss industry, and the various reasons given for  going out to work, 
suggestt  that 'distress entry' or  poverty is inadequate as the only explanation for 
women'ss entry into the labour  force. Certainly, some women were distress-entry 
workers,, but a significant section had joined work for  a range of other 
motivations.. What also emerges from the data is the shift in reasons for work. 
Womenn may initiall y take up employment to fulfi l either  a personal or  a broader 
householdd need. But once that need is met, due to household lif e cycle changes 
orr  changes in economic circumstances, they may well continue to work for  other 
reasons.. Though mere was a regular  turnover  in the electronics factories due to 
marriage,, a large number  of women continued work even after  marriage. Unlike 
aa section of married women garment workers in Kabeer's study, and the 
'disobedientt  daughters*  in Wolf s study, mere was no case in my sample of 
womenn who had experienced absolute resistance from family members and 
openlyy defied them by continuing to work. The absence of a pattern of active 
agencyy with open conflict and defiance could imply that family control was so 
strongg that without consensus no woman, married or  unmarried would take up 
employment.. In a sense this is true, given mat women resorted to numerous 
strategiess of persuasion and negotiation to gain acceptance of the right  to work. 
Alternatively ,, however, this could also reflect the fact that resistance and 
oppositionn was not so very strong or  intransigent. Fathers and brothers, who 
weree the main opposition, appeared amenable to change. I suggest there were 
twoo reasons for  tins: the particular  way in which employment in the electronics 
industryy was viewed socially; and changing perceptions of women's work in 
general. . 

Thee garments and electronics industries were the two main industries 
employingg women in Delhi. While the large presence of women within these 
factoriess can become in itself a factor  for  making this form of employment 
acceptable,, a sharp distinction constantly emerged in my discussions with 
workerss and their  families between the garment factories and the electronics 
factories.. The garment factories were seen as sites for  corruption: fashion shows, 
foreignn buyers, the whole gamut of 'tight revealing clothes - the west-export', 
createdd an ambience which was 'immoral' . Young women, who worked in 
'export' ,, as the garment industry was called, were considered to be exposed to 
thesee bad influences and thus 'loose'. Whenever  cases of sexual harassment or 
elopementt  were mentioned, these were somehow to do with the 'export'  girls. 
Employmentt  in the electronics factories, on the other  hand, was seen as safer 
andd also had prestige value. Workers mentioned television brand names with 
pride,, associating themselves with the production of coveted consumer items. 
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Theree was something more 'glamorous' about working in a television factory 
withh its high-tech image than in the export garments sector. Particularly among 
thee middle-class families, the unmarried women, as well as their family 
memberss told other relatives and neighbours that they/their daughters were 
workingg with such and such company. They did not specify that they were 
assembly-linee production workers. There was a prevailing notion that 'educated 
girlss and boys' worked in the electronics industry. Thus, this kind of 
employmentt was more socially acceptable. 

TableTable 3.8 Should women work? 

Should d 

Onlyy if necessary 

Shouldd not 

NN = 100 
Follow-upp Household Survey, 2000 

Furthermoree there appear to be shifts in the general perceptions of both 
women'ss work and the eligibility requirements of the marriage market. In 
discussionss with a range of household members, many stated that these days 
whatt potential grooms look for is a 'kamane wali ladW (an earning girl). 
Grooms,, on the other hand, were rated by the girls family according to whether 
theyy had a government job and 'upar he kamaV (income above the wage). These 
weree regarded as highly desirable, testifying to the openly cynical acceptance of 
briberyy and corruption as a necessary source of livelihood. In a follow-up survey 
off  100 households from the original sample of 132, we explicitly asked older 
familyy members - fathers, mothers and also husbands - what they felt about 
womenn working in factories. Their responses were overwhelmingly that women 
shouldd work, ranging from statements such as 'nothing wrong with it', to more 
positivee affirmations that 'women must stand on their own feet', that women 
'shouldd contribute to the household', and that 'these days every household needs 
twoo earners'. Another section of respondents also accepted the need for women 
too work due to 'majburi' (economic pressure), albeit reluctantly. Only a 
minorityy felt women should not work, even though their own wives or daughters 
weree working. 

Thee initial opposition from male family members had less to do with 
restrictionss on women working, than with feelings of failure in being unable to 
fulfi ll  customary male roles. This issue is examined in later chapters. The 
constructionn of a specific type of female working force is the result not only of 
supplyy factors, but also of particular managerial practices of labour control. The 
nextt chapter moves into the 'hidden abode of production', to look at the ways in 
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15 5 



SegmentedSegmented and Overlapping Labour Markets 123 

whichh these women were constituted as workers in different kinds of gendered 
labourr regimes. 

Notes s 
11 The sharp contrast between two Muslim women I met shows how stereotypical 
notionss need qualification. Nur Jahan, a Bihari Muslim migrant, worked in Shiv 
Shakti,, a television component unit in the tiny flatted factory complex. She followed 
uss outside after we left. She said she had overheard our discussions with the owner 
andd had a lot to tell us since she had worked for ten years in this unit. We arranged 
too meet at her house the next evening. We found the house in the migrant slum 
behindd Girinagar, but Nur Jahan was not at home. Her husband and uncle 
interrogatedd us, polite but extremely suspicious. We waited for over an hour till it 
becamee clear that Nur Jahan would not return until we left. We were unable to meet 
herr again. I met 25 year old Aliya in the Texla factory, a large unit, and then spent 
manyy hours with her at her house in Jamia Nagar, located close to the Muslim 
university,, Jamia Millia . She and her sister were the only earners in the household 
sincee their father had died. She had finished secondary school and then had 
registeredd as 'the first Muslim girl*  at a night school to get a technical diploma. 
Aliy aa was a a union leader, and was very active and articulate. Both Muslim women, 
inn spite of the difference in age, level of education and social background, were 
proudd of their work experience and aware of their rights. However, while Nur Jahan 
remainedd under the close surveillance and control of male patriarchs, Aliya had a 
greaterr degree of autonomy. 
22 The Labour Bureau 1984 study which surveyed 20 factories manufacturing radio 
andd television sets had noted that in the period 1980-1984, the total employment of 
womenn increased, but the percentage of women's employment remained constant at 
29.44 per cent. (Labour Bureau, 1984: 6) 
33 See Ursula Sharma (1980, 1986) for problems in identifying class as a basis for 
classification.. The limitations of income/consumption as a measure for poverty and 
classificationn have also been pointed out in numerous studies. Although per capita 
monthlyy income is a crude measure, it gives some sense of the number of people 
whoo live off the total income of the household 
44 She mentions that in practically all the cases of married migrants she interviewed, 
thee dowry and family assets were sold or pawned to meet migration expenses 
(Gulati,, 1997:318). 
33 Village studies have questioned the assumption that it is the poorest sections that 
migratee from rural areas. B. Banerjee's study of 1,615 migrants in Delhi concluded 
thatt although most migrants came from non-land-owning households, the largest 
componentt was not from agricultural labour households (Banerjee: 1986:23-24). 
Otherr studies have argued that it is younger sons of prosperous fanners and almost 
entiree families from the broad category of the rural poor who have a higher 
propensityy to migrate (Dasgupta & Laishley, 1978:191). The CEC survey found that 
overr 56 per cent of the workers came from small to marginal farmer households, and d 
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onlyy 28.8 per cent from rural landless households (CEC, 1993:9). A longitudinal 
studyy of a village in Western Uttar Pradesh notes that while in 1970 out-migration 
wass from richer strata; in 1987 there was an increase in permanent and seasonal 
migrationn from the poor stratum (Saith and Tankha, 1992:15). 
66 The CEC survey, which looked primarily at workers from small-unregistered units, 
foundd that 72 per cent had left their families behind in the village (CEC, 193:8). 
77 These married women, especially the ones from Uttar Pradesh, had migrated at 
marriage.. In contrast, the women workers from Kerala were autonomous female 
migrants.. See Thadani & Todaro, 1984, and Karlekar, 1995, for differences in male 
andd female migration. 
88 Lourdes Beneria's study on Mexico (1991, 1992) points to the links between the 
emergencee of such an 'elder daughter syndrome' and the economic crisis. However, 
earlierr studies on the garment industry in India as well as other studies show that this 
phenomenonn was the result of 'household crisis' which then becomes persistent due 
too processes of economic restructuring (Chhachhi & Pittin, 1996a). 
99 As Naila Kabeer points out, the question 'Why work?' is not asked of men 
anywheree in the world - it is assumed mat they have to work (Kabeer, 2000:85). 
100 Migrant women from Kerala are employed in significant numbers in the fish 
processingg units of Gujarat, Maharashtra and as far away as Bengal (See Warner, 
2001;; D'Meelo, 1996; Saradamoni, 1995). 
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