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SCHEDULED TRIBE WOMEN AND EMPLOYMENT: AN ANALYSIS
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ABSTRACT
cheduled tribes are also known as tribal and were 
living in forests earlier.  The tribes have their own Sunique socio-cultural identifications, customs, 

traditions, etiquette, law, etc.  As such, they were away 
from civilizations and were living in forests or hilly 
areas.  Tribal women are strong as they are equally 
participating in household work along with tribal 
occupations with tribal men.  They were playing 
important role in agricultural activities, collecting 
fodder for cattle, collecting and selling forest products, 
a few of them were also engaged in fishing, etc.  
Though, tribal women have equality in outside work, 
still their social, educational and political status is 
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lower among different tribes.  Only a few of the tribes have given land ownership rights to these women.  Based 
on the different studies which were already made on tribes and tribal women, the present paper highlighted the 
economic and employment status of tribal women. 

Scheduled Tribe Women , socio-cultural identifications, agricultural activities.

The Scheduled Tribes (ST), the most neglected sections of the Indian society have been subjected to 
economic exploitation and social discrimination for ages.  The age old exploitation and repression of the tribal 
have cut them from the mainstream of the socio-economic and educational development.  This state has been 
largely responsible for their abject poverty, illiteracy and overall backwardness.  Due to geographical isolation 
they have been alienated from the rest of the community as a result of which they have been forced to lead a life 
of economic and social subjugation.  
           A tribe is a group comprising families, alone or generations, having its own customs, occupying a specific 
geographical territory and being independent of, or having little contact with, the dominant national society of 
the country in which they live (Goodland, et al, 1982). Scheduled Tribe communities especially those residing in 
interior and inaccessible areas have had a very raw deal. As Sujatha (2002) points out, interior habitations are 
small in size, scattered, and sparsely populated. Most of the predominantly ST habitations are bereft of basic 
infrastructural facilities like transport and communication.

The tribals are also called as ‘Adivasis’ are living in forests and their main occupation was hunting, 
collection and selling of forest products, agriculture, etc.  The tribal were used to cultivate their lands near 
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forests.   Tribals were inexorably drawn into the vortex of colonial capitalism, by way of their employment, often 
forced, hi plantations, mines, and industries, or wherever British capital wanted to draft them into its service. 
There also developed an adjunct agricultural and economic sector dealing with cash crops and forest-produce 
dominated by the non-tribal Indian, landowners, forest-contractors, traders and moneylenders, often combined 
in the same persons and concerns, turning tribals, very often whole families, into bonded and attached labour. 
This fierce economic thrust resulted into more and more encroachment on tribal lands and increasing economic 
exploitation and cultural impoverishment (Kamat, 1981)

         The status of women in a society is a significant reflection of the level of social justice in that society. 
Women’s status is often described in terms of their level of income, employment, education, health and fertility 
as well as their roles within the family, the community and society. In tribal communities, the role of women is 
substantial and crucial. They constitute about half the total population but in tribal society women are more 
important than in other social groups, because they work harder and the family economy and management 
depends on them. Even after industrialization and the resultant commercialization swamped the tribal economy, 
women continued to play a significant role. Collection of minor forest produce is done mostly by women and 
children. Many also work as laborers in industries, households and construction, contributing to their family 
income. Despite exploitation by contractors and managers, tribals are more sincere and honest than non tribals 
(Awais, et al, 2009).

           The proposed study will begin with the literature search.  The researcher will refer leading regional, 
national and international journals, web sites and books published in the fields such as scheduled caste, 
scheduled caste women, scheduled tribe women, education of scheduled castes and tribes, employment of SC 
and ST women, etc.  Based on these secondary literatures, the researcher understands the conceptual 
background to the research topic.  The study is also field based as the researcher collect primary data from the 
scheduled caste and scheduled tribe women. 

         As the proposed study deals with the impact of education on women, it is essential to study the educated ST 
women and benefits gained by ST women from education.  Hence ST women who have completed at least 
graduation and working in organized sector are sample units for the present study. 

           Collection of primary data is proved to be an important task in research work.  As the ST women are 
educated, questionnaire is best tool to be used for collection of primary data.  The proposed study will adopt 
Questionnaire method for the collection of primary data.  

The primary data collected through the Questionnaire will be represented in the form of Tables.  The 
tables are analyzed with the percentages, so as to ascertain a comparative study.  Statistical tests are applied 
wherever necessary.  Further, on the basis of collected data certain generalizations should be made so as to get 
findings, suggestions, and conclusion

           A tribal woman occupies an important place in the socio-economic and political structure of her society. 
They exercise free and firm hand in all aspects related to their social and economic life. But it is still important to 
emphasize that the tribal woman is in herself exactly the same as any other woman with the same passion, love 
and fears, the same devotion to the home, to husband and to children. Though the tribal women are away from 
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the main stream of national life, but they are not kept away from the impact of socio-economic changes effecting 
the neighborhood or society in general. In the process of change, the tribal woman is forced to adhere to certain 
norms which may even take away her freedom, her control over the traditional productive system, her house, 
family and children and even her own life. The process of such alienation has an impact on the tribal women.  It is 
often alleged that the level of aspiration of these women as a group is low and they are quite satisfied with what 
they are and with what they have. It is most often not true only to womenfolk but to everyone who feels helpless 
and frustrated. However, in order to develop and raise their level of aspiration, adequate educational 
opportunities are to be provided, so that they get motivated to participate, support and also ultimately learn to 
initiate their own programmes of development.

As stated by Vijayalaxmi (2003), in the traditional mode of subsistence production the activities 
performed by men and women were complementary in nature.  There is was more interdependence between 
men and women.  With the changes in livelihood practices and wage work becoming an important component, 
the asymmetry in gender relations and power differences within the tribal household is now more pronounced 
and evident, leading to a lower position for women. 

An analysis of the role of women in the tribal economy reveals that their contribution to income 
generating activities is substantial.  Among agricultural tribes such as Soligas in Karnataka, the participation of 
women in agriculture is significant in all the activities relating to farming.  When Soligas practiced shifting 
cultivation, women were similarly involved in all the farming activities except the clearing of land.  In the 
traditional shifting form of cultivation women continue to do most of the agriculture work.  However the 
contribution of women is undermined because of low returns from the small land holdings and the 
supplementing of household income with wage labour. 
          Apart from agriculture, women also contributed to other livelihood practices such as collecting minor 
forest produce and working as wage labour.  The contribution of women in each activity depends on the 
livelihood strategies adopted by the household.  If the landholding is small, women managed the farm actively, 
supplemented by the labour of men whenever there was no wage work.  Women are involved in all activities 
from preparing the land to cultivation and harvesting.  Men took up wage labour in the nearby villages or on 
construction sites. Except for a few cases, farming among these communities is not a commercial activity. Ragi 
and Paddy are grown as subsistence crops. 

Women are involved in a wide range of activities, though most of them are seasonal.  Both men and 
women are involved in the collection of minor forest produce.  Although there is gender-based division of labour, 
it is less rigid when compared with non-tribal societies.  Women are responsible for childcare and food 
preparation and men play an important role in hunting.  In activities such as collection of forest produce, fuel and 
building the house, both men and women are involved.  The gender regimes in these tribal communities are not 
rigid and there is no dichotomy of public and private spheres in economic and other day-to-day subsistence 
activities.  In the market interactions too there is symmetry between the participation of men and women in the 
transactions.  Despite the equality in some areas of life, there are perceptible gender differences in at least two 
spheres, that is in rituals and political participation.  
            Social culture and status of women is different among different individual and indigenous tribes. Unlike 
non-tribal societies, it is understood that the tribal societies have given special status to their women (Mitra, 
2007) who is considered to be better than the practices in Hindu societies. In Bhutia community the tribal 
women play a vital role in domestic economy. They have a major share in contributing to the family income. They 
hardly allow women to participate in formal political decision making process, but they are often consulted by 
their male counter parts (Bhasin, 2007). In few tribal societies the land matriarchy is also practiced. But then also 
the land in reality is managed and control by men. Indigenous women’s right to land is usually only a nominal 
right.

Earlier when a woman was working on her farm or collecting minor forest produce from the forest for 
her family, she felt belonged to it. However with the change in scenario, when she has to do the labour work, she 
has to collect forest produce for the other agencies, her economic role becomes different.  They feel as they are 
working as unskilled labourers, it does not help in improving their position. Providing skilled training to women 
may help in elevating their status. Tribal women insist on a need based plan for providing work on year round 
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basis, in line with the multiple occupational pattern of their work.
Women play an important role in their household economy. They work in most operations of all sectors 

of the local economy and for longer hours each day than men. In addition to the domestic and reproductive 
activities associated with household maintenance they also collect and gather free goods especially fuel, fodder 
and water. Tribal women operate effectively in most economic and social institutions, participating in both local 
and migrant labour activities.
            The economic value and worth of women therefore as (a) an independent and necessary unit of economic 
activity without which the given economic system will not survive, (b) as complementary to the men as work 
force, in the organized functioning of the whole economic system.  Role of women is not only of importance in 
economic activities, but her role in non-economic activities is equally important. Women’s role as wives, 
mothers, organizers and as the basic foundation of other dimensions of social life is of utmost importance. The 
tribal women in these areas occupy an economically significant place that is reflected in the generally high 
position and the importance that they have. The socioeconomic equality of sexes can be observed in the 
attitudes and practices concerning marriage, divorce and household harmony. The tribal women work very hard, 
in some cases even more than the men. However these women are not backward. They have power in their own 
sphere, no men tell them what to do. They are responsible for their own share of work and share the benefits of 
their own work as long as the unit of production and consumption remains the home. Their own perception and 
that of their men, is that women share major share of socio-economic activities and consequently they are 
respected, well thought of and think well of themselves. The concept of patriarchy, which prevails in subsistence 
societies, conveys respect rather than envy between the genders (Illich, 1982).
           Even in the economic field, if they are working outside the household, they have an unequal situation in 
the labour market. They are treated unequally under social welfare systems that affect their status and power in 
the family. Women receive a small share of credit from formal banking institutions, as they have no collateral to 
offer. Women normally receive a much lower average wage than men. They are paid less than men for equal 
work.

When the collected literature is analyzed, it is found that women were occupied equal status in 
economic and employment activities.  But, it is noted that, the tribal women were not gained equal socio-
cultural, religious, political and educational status.  Further, changing forest laws made these women towards 
unemployment.  Lack of participation in employment due to changing forest laws further, decreased their 
equality in society.  As the tribal women lost their work and employment, there is needed to provide equal 
education and reservation in employment to scheduled tribe women.  There is also need to encourage self-
employment among scheduled tribe women along with financial assistance.  Further, it is essential to provide 
free housing to tribes who lost their lands and houses due to forest laws. Above all, it is essential to bring the 
tribes and tribal women to mainstream of the civilized society. 
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