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I
Introduction

Empowerment of women is an essen-
tial precondition for socio-economic
development and for the eradica-

tion of social scourges like child labour.
The Copenhagen Declaration of the World
Summit on Social Development (1995),
“recognises that the empowerment of
women is a precondition to social deve-
lopment, and pledges action to achieve
equality and equity between men and
women” [ILO 1995:12]. Eradication of
child labour is indispensable to promote
human resource development. “As the in-
cidence of poverty falls and education
improves, the child labour will decline”
[World Bank 1995:73]. Studies have found
that with increase in income the incidence
of child labour has also declined [Unicef
1997:62]. Hence, it is expected that em-
powerment of women would help reduce
the problem of child labour. In addition,
feminist movements have also played a
significant role in the struggle to extermi-
nate various forms of exploitation and
discrimination against women and chil-
dren. As a consequence, many countries
have brought forth several safeguards and
initiated measures for their protection and
development.

In India, several protective and promo-
tional constitutional safeguards exist for
women and children.1 But they were not
implemented effectively, until recently.
According to the World Bank, “India has
sound child labour laws, yet millions of
children are working, often in hazardous
conditions” [World Bank 1995:6]. In other

words, neither had the women benefited
nor had the problem of child labour been
eradicated. Child labour continues to persist
in various occupations, particularly in the
informal sector (Child Labour Act 1986).
In recent years, both the union govern-
ment and state governments have enacted
several acts2 besides providing various
incentives to eradicate child labour.
Several acts prohibiting child labour in
industries were enacted, and educational
advancement is being extended through
specific schemes. Further, several schemes
and programmes have been initiated for
the economic development of households,
because the problem of child labour is
associated with the living conditions of the
family as well as availability of school
facilities. “A high prevalence of child labour
is linked to poverty and to poor quality or
availability of education” [World Bank
1995:72]. Given this scenario, an attempt
has been made here to study the ̀ linkages’3

between empowerment of women and
reduction of child labour in beedi making
in rural Tamil Nadu.

Beedi manufacturing is an agro-based
labour-intensive industry with an employ-
ment size next only to agriculture and the
handloom sector [GoI 1995:2]. In Tamil
Nadu, 6,20,950 workers are employed in
the beedi industry [GoI 1995:15]. Existing
studies on the socio-economic conditions
of beedi workers in various parts of the
country show their continuing struggle for
survival even while sustaining in this
occupation despite low wages, irregular
employment and exploitation by middle-
men and agents; lack of credit, education
and medical facilities; and the neglect in

government policies [Avachat 1978a and
b, Mishra 2000, Basu 1978]. Further, in
spite of the many legislations and efforts
of trade unions, the socio-economic con-
ditions of beedi workers, particularly of
women and children, continued to dete-
riorate forcing them to entertain child
labour. In addition, they were also forced
to borrow from the moneylenders at a
higher rate of interest, which sucked out
their income on a regular basis. Unable to
send their children to school due to their
poor economic conditions, they insisted
that the latter assist in their work. Even if
they put them in school, they could not
sustain their education at higher levels.
Since the parents expected schoolgoing
children to assist or forced them to work,
they were detained in the same class or
ultimately discontinued their studies.

There are several studies on the socio-
economic conditions of beedi workers and
their problems in the Indian subcontinent.
These studies have brought out the prob-
lems in availing the benefits of social
security measures – weekly holidays, pro-
vision for annual leave, maternity leave for
women workers, sick leave and medical
benefits. Further, they have highlighted
the status of living conditions, poverty,
indebtedness and sexual exploitation [Basu
1978, Avachat 1978, Mohandas 1980, GoI
1994-95, Mohandas and Kumar 1992]. At
the regional level, there are several studies
pertaining to beedi workers in Tamil Nadu
during the past decade, and particularly in
North Arcot district. These studies have
focused mainly on the socio-economic
conditions of worker – low wages, work-
ing hours, indebtedness, child labour,
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illiteracy, school dropouts, health condi-
tions, role of trade unions, and problems
of the contract system, both in rural and
urban areas [Saravanan 2001a, Savio 1991,
Srinivasan 1999, Thangaraju 1993,
Vadamalai 1990]. Several studies on the
socio-economic conditions of the beedi
workers, conducted at the all-India level
by the government, have concluded that
the welfare measures have failed to pro-
duce the expected results [GoI 1981, GoI
1994-95]. Given this scenario, the present
study attempts to analyse the living con-
ditions of women beedi workers and the
role of child workers in rural areas of North
Arcot district.

In recent years, since the 1970s, the
government has launched several schemes
to control child labour.4 However, the
problem continues to persist. Hence, it
might be asked whether empowerment of
women has helped improve the living
conditions and curbed child labour. If not,
what are the hurdles? To answer these
queries, women beedi workers’ households
were surveyed, since the beedi industry
has the largest concentration of child
labourers. The present article, while at-
tempting to analyse the impact of women’s
empowerment, especially in the reduction
of child labour, in the traditional beedi
industries also discusses their socio-eco-
nomic conditions, which determines the
extent of child labour. It further attempts
to understand the nature and extent of the
child workers’ participation in other works,
as well as the impact of governmental
intervention to control them.

For the study, Katteri village in North
Arcot district, having the largest number
of beedi industries and household/non-
household activities, has been selected.
This village is located about 110 km
northwest of Vellore, the district head-
quarters, between Jolarpet and Tiruppattur
towns. The village is spread over 3.5 km
and the people are living throughout the
entire geographical area of the village.
There are seven hamlets, each predomi-
nantly occupied by a particular commu-
nity. For instance, Pakkiri Thakka is mostly
inhabited by Muslims and Indira Nagar
by dalits. Further, within each hamlet,
the settlements are again scattered into
groups of a few houses and to some extent
the people do reside in the farmlands.
Interestingly, this village has several
religious communities, Hindus, Muslims
and Christians.

For the study, the simple stratified sam-
pling method has been adopted. In the first

stage, among the districts in Tamil Nadu,
the erstwhile North Arcot5 district was
selected since it has the highest number
of beedi industries and workers. Accord-
ing to the 1961 Census, the number of
beedi industries both for the villages and
urban areas was high in the district. Be-
sides some towns, 62 villages are engaged
in beedi manufacturing. In the second stage,
within the district, one village was selected
on the basis of the highest concentration
of beedi industries and workers. At the
same time, the data pertaining to the trend
of workers increasingly opting for the
household works has also been taken into
account. As per the 1961 Census, a large
number of beedi industries existed there,
employing a large workforce both in
household and non-household activities.
That this trend continued is being sup-
ported by the 1991 Census.

In the third stage, after selecting the
village, a complete survey was carried out
with the help of questionnaires consisting
of the household details to identify the type
of occupation of the entire village and the
number of families and individuals actu-
ally engaged in this occupation. According
to the survey, there are 807 households,
of which 513 (64 per cent) are engaged
in beedi works and the remaining 294 (36
per cent) are non-beedi households. Of the
beedi households, for 508 (99 per cent),
beedi is the main occupation and for the
remaining five (1 per cent) a secondary
occupation. For an intensive study, 100
households were taken up in the fourth
stage. While selecting them, consideration
was given to cover the different castes,
women, widows, women of diverse clas-
sification/categories, and the entire child
labour force in a household. A comprehen-
sive survey was then carried out with a
detailed questionnaire.

The article consists of nine sections. The
second section gives the origin and deve-
lopment of beedi industries. The third
section analyses the present socio-

economic conditions of women beedi work-
ers. The fourth section provides an account
of the employment history. The fifth sec-
tion deals with social security measures.
The sixth section discusses productivity
and income, and the seventh section analy-
ses the trends of migration among beedi
households. The eighth section discusses
the nature and extent of the child workers
and the last section ends with the conclud-
ing observations.

II
Origin and Development

of Beedi Industries

Although beedi manufacturing is one of
the oldest traditional industries, it is con-
centrated only in some pockets, such as
North Arcot, Chengalput, Chennai and
Tirunelveli districts in Tamil Nadu. North
Arcot has the largest number of beedi
industries and workers in the state. His-
torically, the economy of North Arcot
district is primarily dependent upon agri-
culture and allied activities besides silk-
weaving and other traditional household
activities. Of the traditional activities, beedi
manufacturing is a notable one. These
industries, which were concentrated in
Vellore and other towns, later spread to
rural areas. Even in rural areas they are
largely located at places adjoining the
towns.

However, their concentration is confined
to a few pockets like Gudiyatham,
Tiruppattur and Vellore taluks. According
to the 1961 Census, 707 beedi industries
were functioning in North Arcot. Of these
217 (30.69 per cent) were located in rural
areas and 490 (69.31 per cent) in urban
centres. Within the rural areas, a little over
one-third of the beedi units were housed
in Tiruppattur, followed by Gudiyatham
and Vellore taluks. The rest of the taluks
have less than 5 per cent of the beedi
industries. In the urban areas, the largest
numbers of beedi units, accounting for 43

Table 1 Changing Occupational Pattern in Beedi Industry
(Household and Non-Household)

Year Total Main Total Workers Percentage Total Percentage Total Percentage
Workers Both in of HHI Workers of HHI Workers of NHHI

HHI and and NHHI in HHI Industries in NHHI Industries
NHHI to MW Industries to HHI Industries to HHI

and NHHI and NHHI

1961 1,574 468 29.73 100 21.37 368 78.63
1971 1,448 533 36.81 16 3.00 517 97.00
1981 1,800 654 36.83 654 100 - -
1991 2,079 1908 91.77 914 95.07 94 4.93

Notes: HHI – household industrial activities; NHHI – non-household industrial activities.
Source: District Census Handbook, North Arcot District (various censuses).



Economic and Political Weekly December 28, 2002 5207

per cent, was located in Vellore taluk
followed by Tiruppattur (24.33 per cent),
Gudiyatham (17.54 per cent) and Walajapet
(8.77 per cent) [Census 1961:220]. The
remaining taluks have less than 3 per cent.

The beedi industries in rural areas, spread
over various villages, were largely concen-
trated in Timiri of Walajapet, Senur and
Virudambur of Gudiyatham, Katteri and
Jaffrabad of Tiruppattur, Allavaram,
Karugampudhur, Shembakkam and
Virunchipuram of Vellore, and
Kannamangalam of Arni taluks in 1961.
It is further seen that the workforce in these
industries was high in the Arkonam,
Walajapet, Gudiyatham, Tiruppattur and
Vellore taluks [Census 1961:220]. While
other taluks had only a few workers en-
gaged in these activities, they were neg-
ligibly small in Arni, Polur and Chengam
taluks.

Although only 9,846 workers were
employed in the beedi industries, a large
number of people, including leaves and
tobacco vendors and those doing labelling,
bundling, trade and business, besides other
services, were involved in these activities.
According to the 1961 census, 28,231
workers (24,367 males and 3,864 females)
were engaged in beedi-related works. Of
this, 18,635 (15,461 males and 3,184
females) were in urban areas. There were
8,722 workers (5,515 males and 3,207
females) engaged in household industries
and 19,509 workers (18,852 males and
657 females) in the non-household indus-
tries, in beedi-related activities. Further,
the data shows that the proportion of the
female workforce in the beedi-related allied
works was high.

The number of tobacco establishments
and allied products, which were totalled
only 62 in North Arcot district at the time
of independence, had increased to 190 in
1953. Interestingly, in subsequent years
their number has declined. Despite the
decline, the average number of daily
workers employed in these industries re-
mained constant at around 5,000. The
factory system continued until the early
1980s. The data further shows that around
90 per cent of the labourers were men,
2-4 per cent adolescents, 6-8 per cent chil-
dren and a small number were women (less
than 1 per cent) [Census 1961:508-510].
The small proportion of women’s partici-
pation in the tobacco industry was due to
the factory system. While the ratio of
adolescents, which was high in the early
1950s, had declined in subsequent years,
the proportion of children working in

tobacco-related industries was on the rise.
It clearly shows that women were not
employed in beedi rolling in the factory
system. On the contrary, the proportion of
child labour has increased remarkably and
vice versa for the adolescents during this
period.

Manufacturing of beedi was initially done
largely at the factories/sheds with their
concentration in urban areas, and male
workers outnumbered female workers.
According to the 1961 census, 28,231
workers were engaged in beedi-manufac-
turing, of whom 24,367 (86.31 per cent)
were male and 3,864 (13.69 per cent) were
females. Further, it was found that 8,722
(31 per cent) were engaged in household
activities and the remaining 19,509 (70 per
cent) in the non-household industries.6 The
same trend continued to exist both in rural
and urban areas. Although a large propor-
tion of beedi workers were engaged in non-
household activities, the representation of
women was very low. Of the 19,509
workers in the non-household activities,
18,852 (97 per cent) were males and the
remaining 67 (3 per cent) females. It
categorically shows that women were not
employed in the non-household beedi
works, which were mostly concentrated in
urban areas. Manufacturing of beedi as a
household activity picked up in the 1980s.
However, this trend was not reflected in
the census data between 1961 and 1991.
Given the scenario for the North Arcot
district, let us see the trend in the study
area.

Although Katteri primarily depends on
an agrarian economy, beedi rolling is a
prominent occupation for a large number
of households. Historically, though beedi
industries existed even during the pre-
Independence period, authentic data is
available only since the 1960s. There were
20 beedi industries in Katteri, engaging
about 1,000 people in the 1960s. But the
nature of beedi manufacturing then was
totally distinct from that of the present.
Earlier, manufacturing was done in the
sheds, and sub-centres of different beedi
brands also existed in this village. Under
this system, a unit owner used to employ
around 50 labourers, who were forced to
work for long hours for very low wages.
The shed-owners used to extend advances
and keep the workers under their control.
The workers were treated as ‘bonded’7

labourers and this system was in vogue till
the mid-1980s.

Initially, there were some trade unions
in the village and the beedi workers

actively participated in the union activi-
ties. In the early 1980s, the trade union
leaders/ representatives made compromises
with the shed/brand owners, betraying the
interests of the labourers. Consequently,
the workers deserted the trade unions and
started working with the owners. Even
now, there is no trade union activity in the
village. As mentioned earlier, some of the
brand branches/centres have either closed
their business or shifted to other places.
However, some units of popular brands
such as Mada Beedi, Coimbatore Beedi
and KRS Beedi have their presence even
today. Interestingly, these units are not
engaged in direct manufacturing in their
own sheds or factories. They collect beedies
from workers through agents and label
them for sale under their own brands.
Basically, the functioning of the factories
is confined to labelling and packaging.

Initially, beedi manufacturing was done
both in factories as well as in workers’
houses. However, it became a household
industry over time [GoI 1994-95:1]. Con-
sequently, the proportion of the workforce
in non-household activities was very high.
The main reason for this was the continued
operation of three sub-branches of Starch
beedies and a branch of Mangalore Ganesh
Beedies at Katteri in the mid-1980s. Around
200 workers were employed in these fac-
tories. Conflicts emerged between the
labourers and managers of the sub-branches
over loans/chits extended to the workers
and the quality of tobacco and leaves
supplied for rolling. The managers alleged
that the workers, who borrowed money or
chit with an assurance to return it in weekly
instalments with interest, failed to repay
on time and also sold the quality tobacco
supplied to them or mixed it with inferior
stuff. The workers said they were not given
good quality tobacco and leaves and were
charged an exorbitant rate of interest for
the borrowed amount. They also said the
branch managers kept a watch on their
movements. A visit to the movie hall would
invite a warning and consumption of li-
quor would be condemned. This led to the
workers boycotting work. Ultimately, an
agreement was reached between the work-
ers and branch managers following the
intervention of trade union leaders. Fi-
nally, beedi rolling became a household
activity in Katteri. Since the 1980s, there
has been a steady reversal, with the pro-
portion of workforce in household activi-
ties registering a remarkable increase,
which was evidenced from the census
(Table 1).
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III
Socio-Economic Conditions

of Workers

This section analyses the socio-economic
conditions – housing, land detail, sources of
income, indebtedness, education and fer-
tility behaviour – of the beedi households.
Housing conditions: In Katteri, 87 per cent
of the beedi households owned a house,
10 per cent are in rented houses and the
remaining 3 per cent live in government
lands, including the tracts adjoining the
railway line and highways. According to
the survey, 41 per cent of the households
live in thatched houses, 35 per cent in tiled
houses and the remaining 24 per cent in
houses with concrete terrace. The average
rent of a household is very low and most
people pay less than Rs 200 per month.
Tiled structures and terrace buildings in
the hamlets are not confined to any par-
ticular community. Except huts and
thatched houses, most of the buildings
have cement walls and floors. Interest-
ingly, the dalit settlement has all kinds of
facilities. The government has established
two separate colonies for the dalits. As
such, almost all the dalits are living in the
well-built, but small houses, with all fa-
cilities. Unlike earlier days, there is not
much difference in the housing conditions
among different communities. Further, the
survey shows that 84 per cent of the
households do not have toilet facilities.
Only 14 per cent of the households have
separate toilets and two households share
a toilet. Eighty-seven per cent of the
households have electricity connections;
37 per cent live in a single room; 36 per
cent have two rooms and only 27 per cent
have more than two rooms. In short, a large
number of beedi households are living
without sufficient basic amenities and
living space.
Landholdings: Agriculture is the mainstay
of Katteri. Most of the non-beedi house-
holds are engaged in agriculture and re-
lated activities. Of the 100 beedi house-
holds, only 27 per cent have lands. Of the
landholders, while 26 households (96 per
cent) have only marginal holdings (less
than 2 acres), 20 of them (77 per cent)
owned less than an acre. Nearly 48 per cent
of the lands are unirrigated. It is clear that
the non-beedi households are controlling
a large proportion of land. The dalits and
Muslims do not own any agricultural land.
Consequently, a large number of house-
holds have been forced to depend on beedi-
related works in the village.

Income: The total income of the beedi
households is very low. According to the
survey, 30 per cent of the households earn
less than Rs 1,500 per month; 35 per cent
Rs 1,500-3,000 and the rest above Rs 3,000.
Some have additional income from other
sources like agriculture, livestock, other
manual works or business. Since only a
few households have landholdings, income
from agriculture is very low. A meagre 2
per cent of households have income from
livestock; 12 per cent earn through busi-
ness; 27 per cent from manual works and
24 per cent through other sources. The low
income from other sources could be attri-
buted to natural calamities, small and
marginal holdings and lack of migration.
Although Katteri village is located be-
tween Tiruppattur and Jolarpet towns, it
has not had any remarkable non-farm
employment. Only a small segment of
households drew their income from non-
farm employment, except manufacturing
of beedi, and that too largely coming from
other employment in canteens, petty shops
and sweet-stalls in the nearby towns. The
survey reveals that despite the meagre
income, most of the beedi households were
dependent upon beedi-related works for
their livelihood.
Indebtedness: With low level of income
and uncertain employment in the beedi
industry, the workers are unable to meet
their basic necessities and other social and
cultural responsibilities. Consequently,
they have to borrow money. According to
the survey, only 27 households do not have
any loan and one respondent had denied
to reveal the debt position. Of the 71
respondents, 21 (30 per cent) have loans
of less than Rs 1,000 while the remaining
50 (70 per cent) are indebted for more than
Rs 10,000. A few among the latter had
borrowed even up to Rs 1,00,000. Since
most of the beedi workers do not have land
or other properties for security they have
to rely either on the contractors or non-
institutional sources like moneylenders,
relatives, friends and neighbours, for

institutional credit facilities could not be
availed of without security. The survey has
recorded 89 transactions of the indebted
houses. Of the total, only 10 (11 per cent)
were with institutional sources like banks
and cooperative societies, 16 (18 per cent)
were from moneylenders, 15 (17 per cent)
from beedi contractors and the remaining
48 (54 per cent) from relatives and friends.
Of the 89 transactions, for 10 (11 per cent)
house documents were produced as secu-
rity and land records for 5 (5.5 per cent),
while 22 (25 per cent) were by executing
bonds, another 22 (25 per cent) through
good will and the rest 11 (12 per cent) by
pledging jewels (Table 2). The rate of
interest for institutional credit varied from
Rs 1.60 to Rs 1.90. In most of the indebted
households, the debt was outstanding for
more than three years. The contractors are
also lending money in the form of credits
and advances for the beedi workers on the
assurance of being supplied beedies within
a week. In case the worker is not able to
comply within a week, he/she would have
to pay the interest at the rate of Rs 5 per
week. Although the beedi workers bor-
rowed money from the contractors, only
a few worked for them. Interestingly, there
is no fixed rate of interest and the borrowed
money would be deducted from the pay-
ment on an installment basis. The mon-
eylenders charged exorbitant rates of in-
terest and most of the borrowers continued
to remain in their clutches for a long period.
For instance, if one borrowed Rs 1,000,
the moneylender would give only Rs 950
in hand while demanding payment of Rs
1,000 at the end of the month. Suppose,
the repayment was in two months, at Rs
500 per month, the moneylender would
give only Rs 900. In other words, even if
one paid part of the principal, interest
would be charged for the whole amount
in the subsequent months also.

Even at a high rate of interest, the
borrowed money is being spent mainly on
non-productive purposes. According to the
survey, 54 transactions (61.8 per cent)

Table 2: Sources of Indebtedness, Rate of Interest and Nature of Security

Sources No of Rate of Nature of Security
Transactions Interest House Land Good Bond Jewels

Documents Documents Will

Institutional 10 1.60- 1.90 4 4 2 1 -
Moneylenders 16 3-5 1 11 1 11
Contractor 15 - 2 12 1 -
Others (friends
and relatives) 48 3-4 3 1 22 22 -

Total 89 10 5 47 25 11

Source: Field Survey.
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belong to the category of non-productive
expenditures, such as family expenses (35
per cent), marriage expenses (13 per cent),
repayment of loan (9 per cent) and festival,
funeral and other expenditures respectively
2 per cent each. The remaining 35 (32.2
per cent) was utilised for productive pur-
poses, such as cultivation (4 per cent),
purchase of milch animals (1 per cent),
purchase of pumpsets (2 per cent), pur-
chase/construction of house (16 per cent),
education (6 per cent), medical expenses
(2 per cent) and others (7 per cent). Of the
non-productive expenses, family expendi-
ture is a prominent one. It shows that the
beedi workers borrowed mostly to meet
their subsistence. Low levels of landhold-
ings or landlessness and lack of other
sources of income had forced them to
borrow from non-institutional sources at
a high rate of interest. Thus payment of
interest, leaving them to persist in the same
level of poverty, continuously sucks out
part of their income.
Utilisation of income: The beedi workers
generally spend a major portion of their
income to meet day-to-day requirements.
In fact, except for a few respondents, almost
all spend on family expenditures. Accord-
ing to the survey, a lone young woman and
three older women workers have savings
in the banks and chit funds. Their primary
aim in saving was to provide dowry for
their daughters and purchase of jewellery.
Only one woman worker is saving for her
child’s education. In the case of younger
women, one is saving through a chit fund
to provide dowry for her daughter. An-
other interesting point is that, except for
17 older women who decide to spend their
income on their own, the rest handed it
over to the household heads. Among the
younger women workers, except for two,
the household heads were deciding
utilisation of their income.
Fertility behaviour: Demographic details
have been collected to understand the
fertility behaviour of beedi workers. The
details pertaining to the currently (past five
years) married women of the beedi house-
holds have been collected. According to
the survey, 13 women beedi workers come
under this category and a majority of them
were married at between 18 and 20 years.
Of them, 10 have 12 children. Four women
have one male child each, six have one
female child each and only one has two
female children. One had lost a female child.
Interestingly, except one woman, all the
others wanted to have more children. Four
preferred boys and the lone exception was

one woman who expressed her desire to
have a girl child. The remaining seven women
were prepared to have more children, either
male or female. It shows that most of them
were invariably prepared to have more
children without any gender bias.

IV
Historical Account
of Beedi Workers

Occupational history: The growth and
development of the beedi industry has had
a history of nearly a century. Aged beedi
workers substantiate this fact, saying their
parents also were engaged in this work.
Further, the survey also has revealed that
most of the households were engaged in
this business for more than two genera-
tions. The survey has enlisted both the old
and young women in a beedi household.
There are 99 old and 60 young women
beedi workers in the households that were
surveyed. Of the older women, only 15 per
cent have been working for less than five
years, 2 per cent for 6-10 years and remain-
ing 82 per cent for more than 10 years. In
case of the younger workers, 39 (65 per
cent) have been working up to five years
and the remaining 21 (35 per cent) for more
than six years. Women workers, it became
clear, have been working in this business
for a long time.

Although there are 17 beedi factories/
brands at Katteri, women workers are taking
up the works at their houses and not at the
factory. Of the older women, 98 (99 per
cent) are working at houses and only one
(1 per cent) is working in the factory.
Invariably, all the younger women beedi
workers are working only at their houses.
Further, 68 (69 per cent) of the older women
are part of the prime workforce and the
remaining 31(31per cent) are engaged as
assistants/helpers. In the case of the latter,
34 (57 per cent) are working as main
workers and the remaining 26 (53 per cent)
as assistants/helpers. Among the older
women, 22 (22 per cent) had previously
been cultivators/housewife/agricultural
labourers. In contrast, only 2 (3 per cent)
younger women had been agricultural
labourers. It shows that most of the beedi
workers are engaged in this activity since
their childhood. That beedi work has
become a traditional occupation for them
could be inferred very clearly.
Skill acquisition: Beedi rolling being a
traditional occupation, most of the respon-
dents have acquired the skills mainly from
their parents, husbands, relatives and

neighbours. According to the survey, of
the 99 older women, 26 have acquired the
skill from their parents, 45 from husbands,
18 from neighbours and 10 through rela-
tives and friends. Similarly, among the
young women, 44 (73 per cent) have
acquired the skill from parents, two (3 per
cent) from husbands, nine (15 per cent)
from neighbours and four (7 per cent) from
others. Before being allowed to roll beedies,
the workers are invariably engaged at least
for two years in threading, closing beedi
ends and preparation of leaves. As per the
survey, 51 per cent of the older women
have been engaged in threading, 79 per
cent in closing beedi ends, and 72 per cent
in the preparation of leaves before starting
to roll the beedies. Amongst the younger
women, 15 (25 per cent), 41 (68 per cent),
39 (65 per cent) respectively were engaged
in threading, closing beedi ends and in
preparation of leaves, thus getting trained
in beedi rolling. However, the beedi-ring
workers are not inclined to learn other
works.
Nature of employment: Till the 1980s, the
beedi workers continued to work at fac-
tories or sheds managed by the owner or
branch manager. Supplied with leaves,
tobacco and thread, they used to roll
beedies under the direct supervision of the
owners or branch managers. They were
exploited in different ways – being forced
to work for long hours, compelled to
produce over 10 per cent of beedies than
the wages paid for, charged with high rate
of interest for loans – till the 1980s. In
addition, movements during the rest of the
day would also come under scrutiny. But
after the introduction of the beedi Act, the
manufacturers closed down the factories.
In due course, the factory system was
withdrawn.

However, the factories and sub-branches
continued to operate through agents, re-
stricting their functioning to selling raw
materials and collecting finished products.
The agents, acting as mediators, purchase
raw material from the owners and distri-
bute it to the workers. They collect the
finished products and hand them over to
the owners. According to the survey, 66
older women (67 per cent) and 37 younger
women (62 per cent) are working with
contractors. Of the former, 14 (21 per cent)
have been working for the last two years;
17 (26 per cent) for 3-5 years; 18 (27 per
cent) for 6-10 years and 17 (26 per cent)
for more than a decade. In the case of the
latter, nine (24 per cent) have been work-
ing with contractors for two years; 20 (54
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per cent) for 3-5 years; six (16 per cent)
for 6-10 years and only two (5 per cent)
for more than a decade.

Generally, the women workers were
introduced to the contractors by their
parents, husbands, friends, relatives or
neighbours. In some cases, they themselves
get introduced. Most of the older women
workers were introduced either by their
husbands or on their own initiative. The
survey shows that only four (6 per cent)
were introduced by parents, 31 (47 per
cent) by husbands, 37 (41 per cent) on their
own and four (6 per cent) by friends,
relatives and neighbours. As for the younger
women, 25 (68 per cent) were introduced
by parents, 8 (22 per cent) on their own
and four (11 per cent) by relatives, friends
and neighbours.

Most of the women workers do not have
any evidence to show that they are working
under the contractors. The survey reveals
that only six (9 per cent) either have their
names entered into the logbook or possess
identity cards. Some of the beedi workers
used to borrow money from the contractor.
There are seven (11 per cent) older women
and two (5 per cent) younger women who
have borrowed from the contractors. Fur-
ther, the contractors also organised chit
funds. Every week the workers used to
contribute a small amount as savings
and after a particular period, they would
get the whole amount. Though, seven
(11 per cent) of the older women acknow-
ledged that the contractors organise the
‘chit fund’, only three (5 per cent) have
joined it.

The beedi workers change from one
contractor to another for various reasons.
According to the survey, 31 (47 per cent)
of the older women and five (14 per cent)
of the younger women workers had worked
with other contractors before being em-
ployed with the latest ones. Of the older
women, 31 (67 per cent) cited closure of
factories for leaving the previous contrac-
tor; two (6 per cent) got married, two (6
per cent) high rejections, four (12 per cent)
insufficient work and the remaining seven
(15 per cent) due to other reasons like
migration, becoming contractors them-
selves, among others. Similarly, of the
younger workers, three (60 per cent)
have left earlier contractors due to closure
of factories and two (40 per cent) for
other reasons. Some of the respondents
have shifted from 3-5 contractors. The
data categorically shows that the beedi
workers, in spite of this shifting, remain
under the grip of the contractors even

though they are not technically under their
control.

V
Social Security Programmes

Knowledge of social security: The social
security initiatives are broadly classified
as protective and promotional measures.
Of course, the former would ensure the
latter [Guhan 1990:1-2]. Broadly, the
protective measures for the women beedi
workers are: Minimum Wages Act, pen-
sion, bonus, payment for holidays and leave
payment, and the promotional measures
are: credits, hospitals, schools, scholar-
ships, housing. Since independence, and
particularly during the 1980s, several acts
were enacted to protect the beedi workers
from various forms of exploitation. In
addition, the government has implemented
several schemes – pension, bonus, hous-
ing, medical facilities, scholarships for
children, and maternity benefits – over the
period. But only a small proportion of the
women beedi workers have availed of these
benefits. As per the survey, 44 (40 per cent)
older women and 24 (40 per cent) younger
women workers were aware of the various
welfare schemes. Even those who knew
had availed of only limited benefits, mainly
bonus. For instance, only 34 (77 per cent)
of the 44 older women and 19 (79 per cent)
of the 24 younger have received bonus.
Even this was only a nominal amount and
not as prescribed by the act. The bonus was
given at the rate of Rs 4 per 1,000 beedies
or a sari and blouse annually. Two older
women workers had received provident
fund and one had received maternity
benefits. Four respondents have tried for
scholarships but only two had received it.
Very few respondents confirmed that they
received the bonus and holidays’ pay
together. Though nearly half of the respon-
dents were aware of welfare measures they
were unable to claim their rights. Because,
once claims are made they would not get
the raw materials to roll beedies.
Health conditions:Generally, back pain is
common among the women beedi work-
ers, who also suffer from swelling of fin-
gers and legs. Only 15 older women (15
per cent) and 28 younger women workers
(47 per cent) were found to be free from
health problems. The older women have
more problems than their younger coun-
terparts. It was found that 84 older and 32
younger women workers are afflicted by
one or another health problem. Seventy-
two older women and 24 younger women

have back pain; 16 older and 13 younger
women respectively suffer from swelling
of fingers and legs. Further, of the affected
women, while 59 older and 19 younger
workers chronically suffered from health
problems, 20 and eight respectively faced
this occasionally. Although most of them
are affected by various diseases, only 32
older and four younger women workers
were taking treatment while 50 older and
24 younger women workers have never
availed of any treatment. Most of them
were being treated either at private or
government hospitals. Except two respon-
dents, none of them had ever visited the
beedi workers’ hospital. The government
has established hospital facilities for the
beedi workers, but they seldom go there,
as they are located at great distance.

The women beedi workers are not aware
of social and political developments. A
minuscule minority of four households of
older women have some knowledge about
such happenings. Only one woman got
enrolled in a political party, while three
others are associated with social and
cultural organisations. No woman is a
member of the panchayat, trade unions,
NGOs and caste organisations in the
village.

VI
Productivity and Income

Generally, all the members in a beedi
household are engaged in the process of
manufacturing. For example, the male
workers used to get the leaves and tobacco
from the agents. Usually it is the women
who soak the leaves in water, cut down
into the appropriate size and keep them
ready for rolling. Then both the men and
women roll the beedies. The children would
close the beedi ends and tie them with the
thread. Later, the men would take them to
the beedi agents for sale. Thus, all the
family members are directly or indirectly
involved in the process of manufacturing.

The productivity of the beedi workers
varies between the households. Of the 99
older women, 50 (50 per cent) are directly
engaged in rolling beedies, 28 (28 per cent)
are helpers, 16 (16 per cent) are ring
workers, two (2 per cent) leaf cutters/clos-
ing beedi ends and three (3 per cent) workers
did not have any work during enumeration.
Of the 50 who roll beedies, eight (16 per
cent) are making up to 3,000 beedies per
week, 14 (28 per cent) each between 3,001-
5,000 and 5,001-7,000 respectively, nine
(18 per cent) between 7,001-9,000 and the
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remaining five (10 per cent) more than
9,000 beedies. Of the younger women,
only 20 (33 per cent) are rolling beedies,
25 (42 per cent) are helpers, 12 (20 per
cent) ring workers, one (2 per cent) closing
beedies and the remaining two (2 per cent)
did not take up any work during the week
of enumeration.

The women beedi workers work for long
hours not only for beedi works but also
in other household chores like cooking,
cleaning, looking after the children and
works outside the house as well. Beedi-
related works consume most of their time.
According to the survey, 73 (73 per cent)
of the older women and 43 (72 per cent)
younger women workers are working up
to eight hours while 23 (23 per cent) and
17 (28 per cent) more than nine hours per
day. Domestic works and other outside
works take another two hours. The data
reveals that most of the women workers
are working throughout the day without
adequate rest.

Apart from rolling beedies, the women
are also employed as assistants/helpers to
the main workers and engaged in other
beedi-related works like ring-making,
leave-cutting, closing the beedi-ends and
wage works. Of the 100 older women
workers, 34 are assistants, 16 ring-work-
ers, one daily wage worker and 43 beedi
workers, while five did not have any work
during the week. Of the total younger
women workers (62), 28 (45 per cent) are
helpers/assistants, 17 (27 per cent) are ring-
workers and 15 (24 per cent) are beedi
workers. No one is employed as wage
work. Three of them were without work
during the week of enumeration.

The assistants do not get any wages, but
their productivity would be added with
that of the main workers. The ring-workers
receive wages on a piece-rate basis, which
is not a fixed one. If the worker himself
collects the beedies from the factory for
labelling, he would get Rs 3 per 1,000
beedies. If collected through someone, he
would get between Rs 1.50 and 2 per 1,000
beedies. Those who cut the leaves and
close the beedi ends get daily wages. These
kinds of works would not involve any
deduction.

Since the early 1970s, the government
has fixed the minimum wages for rolling
1,000 beedies. But the beedi workers never
got the amounts from the owners or agents,
who continue to exploit them in two ways:
one, while supplying the raw materials
such as leaves and tobacco to make 1,000
beedies, they always provided insufficient

quantities but forced them to produce the
fixed quantity of beedies. Thus, they in-
variably purchased raw materials from the
market to meet the demand. For this, they
had to spend from their own pocket. Unless
the workers produced the fixed quantity,
the agents, besides rejecting the finished
products would refuse to make supplies in
future. Second, while taking back the
finished products they used to ask for more
beedies (that is, for the payment for 1,000
beedies they would demand 1,100 beedies)
and would reject at least 100 beedies, saying
the size and length did not conform to ex-
pectations. After deducting all the above, the
beedi workers would get only two-thirds
of the fixed wage rate for 1,000 beedies.

Generally, the beedi workers are not
aware of the Minimum Wages Act and
other rights. Only five (12 per cent) of the
older women are aware of these rights and
the others, including the younger women,
know nothing about it. According to the
survey, 43 older women and 15 (24 per
cent) younger women workers are engaged
in rolling beedies. Of the older women,
except five all others (88 per cent) were
not aware of minimum wages. None of the
younger women is aware of the Minimum
Wages Act. Deduction of wages by the
contractor has been admitted by 40 (93 per
cent) and 14 (93 per cent) older and younger
women respectively.

Invariably, the deduction was mostly for
leaves, tobacco and size and length. The
wage for 35 (88 per cent) of the older
women was deducted on these counts. The
deducted amount varies: for four (11 per
cent) up to Rs 5; for 12 (34 per cent)
between Rs 6 and Rs 10; for six (17 per
cent) Rs 11-15 and for 13 (37 per cent)
more than Rs 15 for 1,000 beedies. Of the
four (10 per cent) workers who faced
deduction only for the leaves, two (50 per
cent) lost Rs 6-10 and the remaining 50
per cent more than Rs 11. Only one worker
faced deduction of Rs 5 for size and length.
Interestingly, none of them faced deduc-
tion for tobacco. Among the younger
women, the wage for 11 (79 per cent) was
deducted for leaves, tobacco, size and
length and the remaining three (21 per
cent) only for leaves. Here too, the deduc-
tion varies – one (9 per cent) lost up to
Rs 5; three (27 per cent) Rs 6-10; five (45
per cent) Rs 11-15 and the remaining two
(18 per cent) more than Rs 15. In 2000,
the government had fixed the minimum
wage at Rs 64.20 per 1,000 beedies. But
it has not changed the ground realities, for
four (9 per cent) workers received only up

to Rs 30; 30 (70 per cent) got Rs 31-40
and nine (21 per cent) Rs 41-50. The same
is the case for the younger workers. They
receive less than the stipulated minimum
wage. This shows that deduction of wages
is common in the beedi occupation.

VII
Migration Trends

The trend in migration is one of the
prominent indicators that help understand
the economic conditions as well as occu-
pational change/transformation of the beedi
workers in rural areas. Migration will pave
the way for them to take part in diversified
employment activities and also increase
the income of the household. That the
rural-urban migration is widespread in
various parts of Tamil Nadu needs no
confirmation. The people of Katteri are
very attached to their village. However,
there is migration to some extent – in-
migration, out-migration, and seasonal
migration – among the beedi households.
Out-migration: Most of the beedi house-
holds in Katteri are attached to their village
and as such there is out-migration only to
a small extent. Even this is mainly due to
uncertainty of employment, particularly
during the rainy season when beedi works
could not be carried out. According to the
survey, only nine members had migrated
to the towns/metros, particularly Tirup-
pattur, Vellore, Bangalore and Chennai.
The migrants generally are engaged as
casual labourers mostly in automobile
workshops, hotels, petty-shops and sweet
stalls. Most had migrated recently. Of the
total migrants, five (56 per cent) had
migrated during previous year, three (33
per cent) 6-10 years ago and only one (11
per cent) more than 10 years back. How-
ever, except for a few members of the
beedi households who had migrated, most
are working in the village itself.
In-migration: Apart from a low level of
out-migration, there has also been in-
migration to some extent during the recent
decades. According to the survey, 12
households have come and settled here. Of
these four (33 per cent) were from rural
areas and eight (67 per cent) from urban
areas. Of the in-migrants, 17 per cent arrived
around 6-10 years ago and nine house-
holds (75 per cent) more than a decade back.
In-migration was mainly due to marriage,
(that is, generally, men from other villages
and towns who married women from Katteri
settled down at their father/mother-in law’s
houses) for employment.
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Seasonal migration: Seasonal migration
was also there, particularly among the
younger members of the beedi households.
The seasonal migrants move to the urban
areas, mostly to nearby Tirupattur town
and cities like Bangalore and Coimbatore
for a short period of two weeks to four
months. Seasonal migration is also due to
uncertainty of employment in the beedi
works, particularly during monsoon. As
per the survey, members of only three
households have migrated seasonally. Of
these, one has migrated through the con-
tractor and the other two on their own.
Those who have migrated through the
contractors, however, have found employ-
ment on their own. Only a few members
resorting to migration, despite the trying
circumstances, suggests that the beedi
workers are highly attached not only on
their village but also to their occupation.

VIII
Child Labour

The nature and extent of child labour
could be ascertained from the number of
school-going students as well dropouts
engaged in beedi works.

Although the heads of most households
are not educated, they are sending their
children to school. They are also interested
in sending them for higher studies. Of the
99 households, 51 have children in the
age-group of 5-18 and are sending them
to school. The total number of school-
going children in this age-group is 96. Of
these, 45 (47 per cent) are studying in
primary schools, 39 (41 per cent) in middle
schools, 10 (10 per cent) in secondary
schools and two (2 per cent) in higher
secondary schools. Further, 82 students
(85 per cent) are pursuing studies in gov-
ernment schools, four (4 per cent) in
government-aided schools and the
remainint 10 (10 per cent) in private schools.
It clearly shows that beedi workers depend
on government schools for their children’s
education. Eighty-four students (88 per
cent) are studying in Tamil medium, five
(5 per cent) in English medium and seven
(7 per cent) in Urdu medium.

The beedi households are unable to spare
money for their children’s education and
they spend only a very meagre amount for
it. The survey revealed that for 68 students
(70 per cent) the monthly expenditure
comes to less than Rs 50 each, for 21
students (22 per cent) it is between Rs 50
and Rs 100 each and only for seven others
(8 per cent) it is more than Rs 100 each.

In Katteri, there are three elementary
schools and two high schools. The elemen-
tary schools are located in different ham-
lets and high schools are situated at the
main village and Pakiri Thakka respec-
tively. For their schools, 68 children (71
per cent) have to travel/walk up to one km,
21 (22 per cent) about 2-3 km and the
remaining seven (7 per cent) 4-5 km.
School dropout children: Although edu-
cational facilities are available in Katteri,
many children in the 5-18 age group in the
beedi households have discontinued their
studies. The survey shows that 74 children
in 56 beedi households are either illiterate
or dropouts. While 11 children (15 per
cent) had never gone to school, 63 (85 per
cent) have discontinued their education at
different stages. Of the dropouts, 29 (46
per cent) have discontinued their educa-
tion at the primary level, 19 (30 per cent)
at the middle school level, 14 (22 per cent)
at the secondary level and one (2 per cent)
at the higher secondary level. Of the 63
who discontinued studies, 23 (37 per cent)
belonged to the age group of 5-10 years;
26 (41 per cent) in 11-13 years and 14 (22
per cent) were 14-18 years of age. In other
words, the dropout rate was very high at
the middle school level, the main reason
being the poor economic conditions of the
beedi workers. Students coming from such
a social background lose interest in further
studies and/or remain in the same class.
Of course, some students are awaiting their
results. Of the illiterate and dropout chil-
dren, 49 (78 per cent) are engaged in beedi-
related works, seven (11 per cent) work
as mechanics or cleaners in lorries and 18
(29 per cent) are not involved in any work.
The poor economic conditions of the beedi
workers either did not permit them to send
their children to school or even if they
made an attempt could not continue to
support their education.

Child Labour Problems

Though the presence of child workers
may not be visible they are being initiated
indirectly to learn the process of beedi
manufacturing by their parents. The chil-
dren in the 5-14 age-group invariably assist
in threading and other finishing processes.
The main reason is poverty. Although the
parents are interested in sending their
children to schools, their poor economic
conditions forced them to discontinue their
education. The school-going children being
urged by most of the parents to assist in
their works, this leads to poor performance

in their studies. Consequently, the students
get detained in the same class, and even-
tually become dropouts.

The child labourers were there even
earlier and a previous survey (1998) had
identified 30 child workers. Based on that
survey, the ‘Child Labour Abolition Sup-
port Scheme’ was started on January 18,
1999. According to the present survey, 25
children in the 5-14 age-group from 19
households are engaged in the process of
beedi making and other occupations.
Among the child workers, 19 (76 per cent)
are engaged in beedi-related works, two
(8 per cent) work in petty shops, one (4
per cent) in bakery and three (12 per cent)
in automobile repair sheds. Most of the
child workers are literates. As per the
survey, 17 (68 per cent) are literates, seven
(28 per cent) have studied up to primary
level, and 10 (40 per cent) up to middle
school level. Further, the children have
been working for many years. One child
worker was working for the past one year,
13 for 2-3 years and eight for more than
four years. Of the 25 child workers, only
17 are earning and the rest were simply
assisting their parents. Of those who earn,
10 are receiving up to Rs 500 and the
remaining seven more than Rs 500 per
month. Most of them are interested in
continuing in the same occupation.

In the beedi households, parents seek the
help of their school-going children in the
manufacturing process after school hours.
It was found that 47 households have 93
school-going children. Of these, 44 (47 per
cent) are studying at the primary school,
38 (41 per cent) in middle school, eight
(9 per cent) in secondary school and three
(3 per cent) in higher secondary school.
Thirty-four (37 per cent) are engaged in
beedi-related works. As for the working
hours, they put in from one to four hours.
While six of them are working for one
hour, 15 put in two hours, 10 about three
hours and three for more than four hours.
The survey revealed that not only had the
dropouts become child workers but the
school-going children also land in this
vicious trap in Katteri village.

IX
Concluding Remarks

The literature on the economic history
of India has established that traditional
industries declined and were marginalised
during the colonial period. Further, it has
been well documented that the colonial
government never considered the
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problems of informal/unorganised indus-
tries. The problems of the beedi workers
were not even addressed by the trade unions
during then [Saravanan 2001b]. The co-
lonial government had followed a policy
of ‘non-intervention’ towards the workers
in the informal/unorganised sector.

Even after independence, and in fact till
the early 1970s, the post-colonial govern-
ment too followed the same policy of ‘non-
intervention’. However, the trade unions
turned their attention towards the plight of
the beedi workers. Since the middle of the
1950s, the trade union movements, par-
ticularly those affiliated to the Communist
Party of India started representing their
case to the government through petitions
and several forms of protests [Saravanan
2001b]. As early as in 1956, when trade
union activists held a protest demonstra-
tion in front of the Tamil Nadu state
assembly, several were arrested. Later, in
response to their demand, the Tamil Nadu
government introduced the Madras Beedi
Workers Act in 1958. Challenging this act,
the beedi manufacturers filed a writ peti-
tion in the Madras High Court.

Initially, the left parties, which launched
the trade unions for beedi workers in North
Arcot district, were successful because
these industries operated as factories. Since
the 1980s, the factory/shed type of indus-
tries have mostly collapsed, with beedi
manufacturing becoming a household
operation. The trade unions have effec-
tively highlighted the grievances of beedi
workers in various forms like submission
of petitions, organising ‘bandhs’ and call-
ing for strikes [Saravanan 2001b]. Res-
ponding to their demand, the government
(labour department) agreed to convene a
meeting between trade union representa-
tives and the beedi manufacturers associa-
tion once in two years. In spite of the
meetings being held regularly, the trade
unions continue to represent their griev-
ances to the government. The demands
included wage hike, bonus, weekly holi-
days with payment, pension, scholarship
and medical facilities.

Until the early 1970s there were only a
few trade unions and in fact only nine trade
unions have taken up issues concerning
the beedi workers of North Arcot district.
But their number increased to 80 by 1998.
Since the 1960s, the North Arcot District
Beedi Workers Trade Union and its bran-
ches (predominantly Communist Party af-
filiated) represented the beedi workers. The
issues they raised were settled with the
Beedi Trade Mark Owners and Tobacco

Merchants Association, Vellore, before the
Commissioner of Labour, Chennai. Al-
though the government had initiated the
dialogue between the manufacturers asso-
ciation and the representatives of the
workers, it did not have any welfare policy/
act for the upliftment of beedi workers till
the last quarter of the 20th century.

In the unorganised sector, beedi manu-
facturing provides huge employment op-
portunities, particularly for women and
children in Tamil Nadu. The government
enacted the Beedi and Cigar Workers
(Conditions of Employment) Rules, 1968,
envisaging a series of protective and welfare
measures. Consequently, the beedi manu-
facturers, who were not willing to take all
these responsibilities, opted for the agent/
contract system. Under this, they need not
be held directly responsible for the beedi
workers. In other words, to evade and cir-
cumvent these responsibilities, the beedi
owners have introduced the ‘agent’ system.

At present, the agents play an important
role between beedi owners and workers.
The agents, who get raw materials from
the manufacturers, distributed them to the
workers. After collecting the finished
products, they have to hand them over to
the beedi owners. The agents are expected
to give particulars pertaining to the num-
ber of workers working with them to the
owners. Based on this information, the
owners have to give them all benefits. But
in practice, the agents neither gave complete
information about the number of persons
working with them nor 20 the owners
themselves expect it. Even if the agents
give, they would mostly include their own
family members and relatives, leaving out
a large number of actual beedi rollers.

As already mentioned, the agents have
become very powerful. On the one hand,
the beedi owners have to heavily depend
on them for the required quantum of beedies
and on the other, the workers were depen-
dent on them to get uninterrupted work and
supply of raw materials. In fact, the con-
cern of the owners is confined to the supply
of the required quantity of beedies from
the agents. As such they were never in-
terested in having real information about
the actual number of workers. The workers
too were content with getting sufficient
leaves and tobacco, despite the denial of
the welfare measures. If the workers ever
attempted to make a claim to avail of them,
they would either be deprived of the supply
of raw materials or had to face large rejec-
tions, forcing them to go out. The activities
of the trade unions are also not noteworthy.

Although there are a number of trade unions
in the rural areas, few women beedi workers
have been enlisted as members. It does not
mean that they are not aware of the trade
unions. Most of the beedi workers felt that
the trade unions are helpless.

As we have mentioned earlier, the pro-
cess of beedi manufacturing involves the
concerted work of all family members. For
example, assuming that there are five
members in a household, all engaged in
beedi works, the agents, would take only
one member into account. Consequently,
the remaining four members could not get
the benefits of any welfare scheme.

The study found that the empowerment
of women beedi workers has not improved
their socio-economic conditions. Yet they
continued to depend only on the beedi
works for their livelihood. The children are
also being forced to engage in the beedi
works. Even school-going children are
unable continue their studies further.
Although the government has implemented
several welfare measures for beedi work-
ers, they have not reached even a marginal
number of the intended beneficiaries. The
lengthy procedures and formalities also
hindered them from availing the benefits.

In short, the initiatives aimed at empow-
erment of women in beedi industries has
not helped reduce child labour, due to the
lacunae in the existing legal provisions as
well as available social security measures.
In other words, the linkages between the
empowerment of women and reduction of
child labour in the beedi industries remain
blocked due to the prevailing contract
system and the ineffectiveness of social
security measures in rural areas of Tamil
Nadu. Given the poor economic condi-
tions of the women beedi workers, the
government of Tamil Nadu banning smok-
ing in public places would result in the
further deterioration of their condition by
curtailing their employment opportunities.
That it would greatly threaten their liveli-
hood is very obvious.
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Notes
[This output is based on the project titled,
‘Promoting the Linkages between Women’s
Employment and Reduction of Child Labour’,
funded by the International Labour Organisation
(ILO), Geneva. I thank K Nagaraj for his
encouragement and suggestions. However, the
usual disclaimers do apply.]

1 Article 24 says: ‘No child below the age 14

EPW
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years shall be employed in work in any factory
or mine or engaged in any other hazardous
employment’. Article 39(e) says that ‘the health
and strength of workers, men and women, and
the tender age of children are not abused and
that citizens are not forced by economic necessity
to enter avocations unsuited to their age or
strength’. Article 39 (f): ‘that children are given
opportunities and facilities to develop in a
healthy manner and in conditions of freedom
and dignity and that childhood and youth are
protected against exploitation and against moral
and material abandonment’. Article 45 says:
‘The state shall endeavour to provide, with a
period of 10 years from the commencement of
this Constitution, for free and compulsory
education for all children until they complete
the age of 14 years.’

2 Government of India Beedi and Cigar Workers
(Conditions of Employment) Act 1966,The
Beedi Workers Welfare Cess Act, 1976; The
Beedi Workers Welfare Fund Act, 1976; The
Beedi Workers Welfare Cess Rules, 1977; The
Beedi Workers Welfare Fund Rules, 1978; Tamil
Nadu Beedi and Cigar Workers (Conditions of
Employment) Rules, 1968; The Child Labour
(Prohibition and Regulation) Act, 1986; The
Child Labour (Prohibition and Regulation)
Rules, 1988.

3 Mellor, while suggesting an alternative strategy
for the economic development, used the concept
of ‘linkages’. Broadly, he argues that the
development paradigms should give importance
to agricultural development, which would
establish the linkages not only for other sectors
but also for marketing agricultural products.
Agricultural development would give more non-
farm employment, benefiting the rural poor and
in turn enlarging the market for agricultural
goods [Mellor 1976]. Later, this concept was
applied to analyse the regional growth linkages
from agriculture into three types, backward
linkages, forward linkages and consumption
(expenditure) linkages [Harriss 1987: 31]. In
short, the concept of linkages is being used to
understand economic growth from the sectoral
point of view, both from macro and micro level.

4 A list of Welfare Schemes for Beedi Workers
is as follows: Health – Static-cum-Mobile/Static
Allopathic and Ayurvedic Dispensaries for beedi
workers; Scheme for reservation of beds in TB
hospitals for beedi workers; Scheme for
domiciliary treatment of beedi workers suffering
from TB; scheme for treatment of beedi workers
suffering from cancer; scheme for treatment of
beedi workers suffering from mental diseases;
scheme for treatment of beedi workers suffering
from leprosy; grant of financial assistance to
beedi workers for purchase of spectacles;
maternity benefit scheme for female beedi
workers; scheme for payment of monetary
compensation for sterilisation of beedi workers
and re-imbursement of expenditure as financial
assistance to beedi workers in respect of kidney
transplantation.
Social security – group insurance scheme for
beedi workers.
Housing – build your own house scheme for
beedi workers; housing scheme for economically
weaker sections of beedi workers; grant of

subsidy to cooperative societies of beedi industry
for construction of worksheds and godowns;
group housing for beedi workers.
Education – award of scholarship to the children
of beedi workers, composite scheme for financial
assistance to the school going children of beedi
workers for supply one set of dress, slates, note
books and text books; scheme to provide
incentive/financial assistance of Re 1 to female
children of beedi workers, on the basis of
attendance in schools;
Recreation – supply of TV sets to the beedi
workers industrial cooperative societies;
establishment of community hall in beedi
workers housing colony with colour TV set
[GoI 1998-99].

5 North Arcot district was bifurcated as
Thiruvannamalai-Sambuvarayar district and
North-Arcot Ambedkar district in 1980s.

6 Census (1961), General Economic Tables,
Vol IX, part II-B (i), pp 492-93.

7 The aged beedi workers say that the beedi
factory manager not only monitored them while
working but also keep a vigil on their movements.
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