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Women constitute nearly a third of the working force in India. In 1961, out of a total working force 
of 188.4 million, 59.4 million or 31 per cent were women. 

The great majority of women workers (55.4 million) live in rural creas and work in agriculture and allied 
occupations . But in the urban areas, the occupational structure is more diversified and we see the slow emer
gence of the new class of educated working women whose numbers should progressively increase with econo
mic development. 

This preliminary study of urban women workers is based primarily on analysis of Census data*. It des
cribes the variations in work participation rate (proportion of workers to total) of urban women by States and 
by level of education, and the distribution of workers among the principal occupational categories. The secular 
trend in work participation rate of women has been analysed for the period, 1901 to 1961, for 13 major cities 
of India which had a population of 500,000 or more in 1961. 

IN the urban population of 78.8 
million in 1961, there were 26.4 

million workers — 22.4 million males 
and 4.0 million females. The male 
workers formed more than half (32.4 
per cent) of all urban males, but the 
corresponding proportion among the 
females was only .11.1 per cent. In 
other words only one out of nine 
urban women works, The proportion 
of workers is much higher (31.2 per 
cent) among the rural women. 

Age Specific Work Participation Rate 

Of the 44.4 million urban persons 
in the ago group 15 to 59, which may 
be called the working age group 24.9 
million were males and 19.1 million 
were females. But whereas 83.0 per 
cent of the males of this group were 
classified as workers, the correspond
ing proportion for females was only 
18.2 per cent. However, the 3.5 mil
lion female workers of this age group 
constituted nearly 90 per cent of all 
urban female workers. This shows that 
only a small number of female child
ren (below 15) or old women (above 
60) work in the urban areas. The 
work participation rate of female 
children shows a variation from 0,2 
per cent to 3.5 per cent in different 
States with an average of 1.6 per cent 
for the country (Table 1). The age 
specific work participation rate is a 
better indicator of work participation 

*Sources: (1) Census of India, 1961. 
Paper No 1 of 1962. 
Final Population Totals. 

(2) Census of India, 1911. 
Vol I Part I IA. Primary 
Census Abstracts. 

(3) Census of India 1961. 
Subsidiary Tables B I l l 3 

(4) Census of India 1961 
Subsidiary Tables B I l l 
Part A. 

than the crude work participation 
rate. But the latter has been used in 
this paper because data on the age 
specific rates are not available by 
States, cities or by level of education 
of the workers. 

Inter State Variations 

As wil l be seen from data of Table 
2, there are large inter-State varia
tions in the work participation rate of 
urban women. The maximum rate for 
any State, 18.7 per cent, is in Andhra 
and the minimum, 4.3 per cent, is in 
Delhi. The States fall into the follow
ing four groups on basis of variation 
in this rate: 

Work States 
Participation 
Rate 

above Andhra Pradesh. 

In order to see whether the work 
participation rate has any correlation 
with the level of economic develop
ment, the States were ranked accord
ing to the following three indicators of 
development: 

d) literacy, 
(ii) proportion of urban population 

to total population, and 
(iii) proportion of workers in manu

facturing industries to total 
workers. 

Each State was given a score deriv
ed from simple averages of the figures 
of the three indicators. The results 
given in Table 3 do not however 
reveal any correlation between the 

work participation rate of urban 
women and the development score, or 
any of the individual indicators. In 

Table I : Age Specific Work Participa
tion Rate of Urban Women 

Age groups 0—14 and 15—59, 
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West Bengal, which has the highest 
score (29.0), the work participation 
rate is among the lowest (5.1 per cent) 
in the country. In Gujarat and Maha
rashtra, the two other States with 
similar scores (27.9 and 28.6 respec
tively), the work participation rates 
are much higher—9.2 per cent and 
13.4 per cent respectively. More de
tailed work on this subject is obvious
ly needed in order to determine the 
relation between the level of econo
mic development and work participa
tion rate of urban women, 

Inter-State variations in the work 
participation rate do however show a 
geographic pattern. A l l the States with 
every low rates (below 6 per cent) are 
in the north; the southern States have 
considerably higher rates, 13 per cent 
and above. It is interesting to note 
that 60 per cent of the urban women 
workers are in the five States of 
Maharashtra, Mysore, Madras, Kerala 
and Andhra Pradesh, which have only 
44 per cent of the urban women. The 
reasons for these striking regional dif
ferences need to be investigated. 

Distribution by Industrial Categories 
One-fourth (25.5 per cent) of the 

urban women workers are engaged in 
agriculture and other primary indus
tries (industrial categories I, II and 
I I I of the 1961 Census); 30 per cent 
work in industries and 34.3 per cent 
work in 'Other Services' (Table 4). 
These three groups of occupations 
provide employment to nearly 90 per 
cent of all women workers. The popu
lar association of urban women work
ers with construction labourers on the 
one hand and educated girls working 
in offices, stores or telephone ex
changes on the other, is not supported 
by the Census data: the numbers of 
workers in both these categories of 
occupations arc rather small. 

The proportions of urban women 
engaged in agriculture and other pri
mary occupations, household industries 
and other services (industrial catego
ries I, II, III, IV and IX) are larger 
than the corresponding proportions of 
urban male workers in these occupa
tions. But their proportions in manu
facturing industries, trade and com
merce and transport and communica
tions (industrial categories V, V I , V I I 
and VIII ) are considerably smaller 
than the corresponding proportions of 
male workers. 

Level of Education 
Nearly two-third (65.5 per cent) of all 

urban women are illiterate; 19.2 per 
cent are barely literate, 12.4 per cent 

are educated to primary or junior there are 49,000 women with techni-
basic level, and only 2.9 per cent are cal and nontechnical diplomas, 128,000 
matriculate and above. In the last with University degrees, 39,000 with 
category, which totals 1.02 million, teaching degrees and 7352 with medi-

Table 3 : Modernisation and Work Participation Rate of Urban Women 
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cal degrees. There is one trained wo
man doctor for every 8,000 urban 
women. 

Table 5 : Percentages of Literates and 
Matriculates and above, among Urban 

Women—India and States, 1961 

The highest proportion of women, 
matriculate and above, is in Delhi 
(8.1 per cent). Other Stales with com
paratively high proportions are Punjab 
(7.7 per cent) and Kerala (4.7 per 
cent). The figures are between 3 and 
5 per cent: in West Bengal, Maha
rashtra and Assam; but are much 
lower in the other States (Table 5). 

Table 6: Work Participation Rate of 

These figures point to the concentra
tion of women educated up to matri
culation or higher level, in cities or 
in areas with comparatively high 
female literacy. 

Nearly 1/7th (13.7 per cent) of the 
illiterate urban women are workers 
(Table 6). But the work participation 
rate is much lower among women 

Urban Women by Level of Education 

1409 



September 11, 1965 T H E E C O N O M I C W E E K L Y 

1410 



T H E E C O N O M I C W E E K L Y September 11, 1965 

who are barely literate (4.6 per cent) 
or are educated up to the primary 
level (4.7 per cent). The rate rises 
steeply with level of education, being 
17.3 per cent among matriculates and 
as much as 71.3 per cent among hold
ers of technical degrees. 

The State-wise data given in Table 
7 show a similar trend—sharp decline 
in work participation rate on the 
transition from illiteracy to literacy 
and progressive rise with rise in the 
levels of education of urban women. 

The illiterate urban women workers 
are distributed almost equally among 
the three occupational groups—agri
culture and other primary occupa
tions, household and manufacturing 
industries, and 'other services'—men
tioned above. Among those who arc 
literate or are educated upto the 
primary level, the proportions working 
in agriculture are smaller, and those 
working in industries or 'other serv
ices', are larger. But the great majo
rity of the educated women (those 
educated upto matriculation and high
er) work in 'Other Services'. (.Table 8) 

Secular Trend 

Comparison of work participation 
rates over time is rendered difficult 
by changes in definition of 'worker' 
in the different Censuses, However, 
data for the 13 large cities of India 
for the period 1901 to 1961 presented 
in Table 9 show a downward trend in 
work participation rate of women 
which is too marked and too consist
ent to be affected significantly by de
finitional changes. The downward 
trend is observed in all cities and 
consistently from decade to decade in 
most. The average participation rate 
for all cities shows a decline from 
17,6 per cent in 1901 to 6.9 per cent 
in 1961. In case of several cities, 
Delhi, Kanpur, Lucknow. Ahmedabad, 
the decline is even greater. The rate 
for Kanpur declines from 20 per cent 
in 1901 to 4.5 per cent in 1961, and 
that for Ahmedabad from, 25.0 in 
1901 to 5.1 per cent in 1961. The 
southern cities, Madras, Bangalore 
and Hyderabad show less steep de
clines. As the southern States have 
generally higher work participation 
rates of urban women it would be in
teresting to study the relation be
tween work participation rates and 
the secular trends in participation 
rate in the cities. 

As the data of Table 10 show, this 
period has also seen a decline in the 
work participation rate of the men in 
the cities and of the population as a 

Table 9 : Work-Participation Rates for Males find Females in Cities with Population of 
500,000 and Above (1960-61) 

* The 26 countries arc those for which separate work-participation rates for private 
domestic service could be obtained; the means for these 26 countries plus the other 12 
countries in our study are shown under 38 countries. 
Source : Collver, A, Langlois, E, Ibid. p. 373, 
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