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Summary: 

Women work longer hours than men, they appear currently to be more stable income earners 

and their contribution to family income and to the economy is crucial. Nevertheless, it does not 

appear that the majority of estate women have any control over the income they generate. The 

plantation management has perceived women as family labour units and not as independent 

wage earners. Hence men are permitted to collect the wages and even the maternity benefits 

of their wives. Men are responsible for marketing, hence they also control expenditure, and 

women complain bitterly that their wages have been spent on alcohol. The ‘rationale’ for 

abdicating their right to their income is lack of time to collect their wages, unlike men who work 

only half the day, and illiteracy and ignorance that affect their transactions with plantation 

management. 

 

Male dominance is also reflected in the control of women’s sexuality and reproduction, and the 

pressure on women to be sterilized while men preserved their ‘manliness’ and ‘privileges’. 
Domestic violence as a sequel to male alcoholism is perceived by estate women to be almost a 

norm. Men exercised their patriarchal ‘rights’ in consonance with their concept of women as 

‘private property’. It has been observed also that women were very articulate in expressing 

their grievances with regard to working and living conditions, but had so internalized their 

family ideology that they did not appear to be sharply conscious of gender inequalities.  

 

Welfare-oriented or income generating packages or educational programmes have rarely 

focused on the need to support women as victims of domestic violence, or to conscientize them 

to be aware of the structures that oppress them and to empower them through group 

mobilization or discussion to control their resources and their lives.  

 

The focus of this overview of the situation of estate women is therefore on women workers on 

tea plantations, and to a lesser extent, on rubber plantations.  

 

Both urban and rural female activity rates are significantly lower, partly because women in the 

informal sector are often invisible in official labour force statistics. Also significant is the fact 

that 95% of the estate female labour force are plantation labourers.   
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