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Abstract
Female labourforce participation has been low compared to that of males for decades and we have evidence that FLFPR is declining. But based on the PLFS data from 2017-18 and 2022-23 there is a slight increasing pattern in FLFPR by 12.3 per cent in rural and 4.3 per cent in urban at all India. In this paper we are analysing the female work participation in agriculture and allied sector in Kerala using NSSO data from 2015-2016 to 2022-23.  By analysing the trends and patterns of the female labourforce, it is argued that there is a reverse structural change in the female workforce to agriculture after 2019-20. It is probably distress driven. In other words, it can be argued that there is an increasing female labourforce participation during the period of Covid in the agriculture sector. But they are not returning to other sectors in the post Covid period. They were continuing in the low paid agriculture sector. 
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INTRODUCTION
Female labourforce participation has been low comparing that of males for decades. While exploring the pattern of female LFPR, from the period 2004-05 to 2017-18 there is a declining trend. FLFPR declined by 8 per cent and 7 per cent during 2004-05 to 2011-12 and 2011-12 to 2017-18 respectively. Covid and post Covid periods (2019-20 to 2022-23) shows a slightly increasing pattern of FLFPR by 6.5 per cent in rural and 1.7 per cent in urban India (EUS, PLFS). This rise is contributed by increasing self-employment in rural and urban sectors while the share of workers engaged in regular employment and casual employment is declining. This paper deals with the question of, whether it is distress driven growth. Even we can see a rise in employment in rural India from 1999-2000 to 2004-05 was a distress driven employment” or “earnings capacity poor” driven employment. This rise in employment growth is being lauded since it occurred after a period of jobless growth, during 1993-94 to 1999-2000 (Abraham 2009). 

While exploring the pattern of female Labour Force Participation Rate (FLFPR), studies like Goldin (1994), Mammen and Paxson (2000), Fatima and Sultana (2009), Tam (2011), Gaddis and Klasen (2014), and Chaudhary and Verick (2014) claim that the female labour force participation rate follows a ‘‘U shape” i.e., for countries with a relatively low per capita income female LFPR is very high, for countries with relatively high per capita income it is also quite high, whereas the countries that belong to the middle-income category (based on per capita GDP on PPP) have a relatively low female LFPR(as noted by Mehrotra and Parida 2017). Micro-level factors including individual characteristics (age, level of education and experience), household income, and the expected market wage play an important role in determining female labour force participation. The improved standard of living particularly in rural areas (Mehrotra et al., 2014) due to rising real wages (or income) could have both a positive and a negative impact on female LFPR. First, those who have lost their job in agriculture due to mechanization are either likely to search (with their low level of skill endowments) for alternate occupations in non-agriculture or withdraw from the labour force due to the improved household living standard. Second, the improved living standards would enable households to spend more and a large share on higher education (since both primary and secondary education are almost free) including vocational and technical education, which would consequently increase the number of female skilled job seekers in the non-agricultural sectors. Abraham (2013) also states that upward social mobility in Indian patriarchal society in the wake of growing incomes is probably symbolised by women’s withdrawal from paid labour and their confinement to unpaid domestic activities.  
Both demand and supply side factors affect the declining trend of LFPR. From the demand side there is shrinking labour demand in agriculture (which is where women have been historically employed) due to growing mechanization and rising incomes, and on the supply, side increasing enrolment among young girls in primary and secondary education, which together were responsible for the sharp decline of female LFPR in India (Mehrotra, 2016; Mehrotra & Sinha, 2017). 
Considering the social groups, from 2004-05 to 2011-12 the highest decline in FLFPR is accounted for Scheduled Tribes women, followed by Scheduled Caste and Other Backward Classes. Gender differences in workforce participation are lowest for STs, followed by SCs and highest for Muslims and upper caste categories. OBCs show more similarity with SC women than with upper caste or Muslims.  This decline cannot be fully explained by an improvement in their economic profiles, it is largely on account of a steep drop in rural areas, which suggests declining opportunities in agriculture (Neetha, 2013). 

This paper explores the gender dimensions of the changing nature of female households in Kerala and all India using the Periodic Labour Force Survey from 2015-2016 to 2022-23. 
Data & methodology
The analysis and results in this paper are based on unit level data available from National Sample Surveys on Periodic Labour Force Survey 2022-23. The analysis is taken from both rural and urban workers usually employed, taking into account both principal and subsidiary statuses. Employment is defined on the basis of principal-cum-subsidiary (usual") status. However, the current status and industry of the workers have been taken into consideration. Based on the Usual status (PS+SS) households are grouped broadly into "farm households" and "non-farm households". For the non-farm sector, it groups the sectors mining and quarrying; manufacturing; electricity, water, etc.; construction; trade, hotels, and restaurants; transport, communication, etc.; and other services. For the analyses study examines female labour force participation during 2015-16 to 2022-23. 

Result and Discussion
labour market dynamics: Kerala and all India level 2015-16 to 2022-23
The following table analyses the labour market dynamics of Kerala and India during 2015-16 to 2022-23. The table is based on National Sample Survey Organisation (NSSO) data. For 2015-16, Economic Review, Kerala is used. In agriculture and allied sectors, male as well as female worker participation, has declined both at all India and the State level between 2015-16 to 2022-23. The proportion of the working population in agriculture is lower in Kerala than at the all India level, whereas the same is higher in the service sector. The decline in female worker participation in agriculture and allied sector was more marked in Kerala during 2004-05 to 2015-16 at 24.9 per cent as against 13.8 per cent at all India level (Economic Review 2018). But we can see a sharp increase in female worker participation in agriculture and allied sector for a quinquennial period during 2015-16 to 2021-22 in Kerala by 8.6 per cent and 9 per cent for a single period 2021-22 to 2022-23. 
In the manufacture sector there is an increase in female worker participation at 0.34 per cent at all India level and a decrease of 6.29 per cent in Kerala. In the construction sector of Kerala, there has been an increase of 1.4 per cent in female work participation during 2015-16 to 2021-22 but, after that, a sharp decline of 8.51 per cent during 2021-22 to 2022-23 is evident. 
The service sector combines Trade, Hotels & restaurants, Transport, Storage & Communication and Other services. There is a rise in female work participation in other services including finance, insurance, real estate and social and personal services. It has been higher in Kerala than at all India levels. As mentioned in the Economic Review 2018, the higher participation of female workers in service sectors like finance, real estate, and insurance than in low wage agriculture and allied and construction sectors indicates higher quality of employment of women in Kerala compared to all India level. The large number of women employed in this sector in Kerala are in education and public health, which is a positive indicator when compared to all India level. 
A project report on female LFPR in Kerala of Centre for Development Studies, 2015 showed the shift of the female workforce away from agriculture was quite marked in Kerala. As per PLFS 2019-20, the proportion of women in manufacturing is high in Kerala compared to all India. This may be because large numbers of women are engaged in low productivity, labour intensive traditional industries like handlooms, khadi, coir, and cashew. Concentration of women in low remunerative industries would be clear from the membership of females in different Welfare Fund Boards in Kerala. For example, among beedi and cigar workers, women constitute 97.83 per cent of the total workforce.
 In 2019-20, given the increase in FWPR in Kerala, there is a slight increase in women engaged in agriculture in rural and urban areas, the larger increase in rural Kerala is in construction and certain services. In urban Kerala, the increase has been sharper in trade followed by manufacturing and services. Hence the increase in rural female participation rate in 2019-20, has been to some extent in agriculture, given the hike in National Rural Employment Guarantee Act (NREGA) employment but is found in other non-agricultural (economic review 2022).

 







Table 1: Percentage distribution of usually working persons (PS+SS) by industry of work (industry sections of NIC-2008)

	
	[bookmark: _Hlk155640511]Year
	Sex
	Region
	Agriculture
	Mining & quarrying
	Manufacture
	Electricity
	Construction
	Trade, Hotel& restaurants
	Transport, Storage & communication
	Other services

	2015-16
	M
	India
	41.7
	0.4
	10.5
	0.7
	13
	14
	7
	2.6

	
	
	Kerala
	21.9
	0.4
	9.7
	0.5
	18.8
	18.8
	14.9
	3.8

	
	F

	India
	60.1
	0.2
	10.8
	0.3
	5.2
	5.9
	1.1
	1

	
	
	Kerala
	20.7
	0.1
	17.5
	0.5
	3.6
	10.8
	4.2
	5.1

	2021-22
	M

	India

	  38.08       
	0.41      
	11.75       
	0.72      
	15.57
	14.73
	7.53
	11.2


	
	
	Kerala
	 20.42        
	 0.22       
	 9.75
	 0.57      
	 23.61 
	18.10
	11.97
	15.34

	
	F
	India
	 62.87        
	 0.12      
	 11.16             
	 0.17       
	5.02 
	5.90
	1.16
	13.59

	
	
	Kerala
	29.39      
	0.0
	11.74       
	0.67      
	12.03  
	11.22
	2.95
	32.0

	2022-23
	M
	India
	37.11
	0.42
	11.55
	0.72
	17.27
	14.81
	7.42
	10.7

	
	
	Kerala
	21.05
	0.49
	10.74
	0.6
	21.89
	20.20
	10.93
	14.1

	
	F
	India
	64.25
	0.07
	11.14
	0.16
	3.98
	6.19
	1.18
	13.03

	
	
	Kerala
	38.58
	0.00
	11.21
	0.39
	3.52
	12.93
	2.85
	30.51


Source: author’s construction using PLFS 
*values in percentages
As regards the trend in male workers participation, there is a decline in agriculture and allied sectors at all India and state level during 2015-16 to 2022-23. Unlike the decline in India (4.6 per cent), it was only a small decline (0.85 per cent) in Kerala. The increase in the share of male worker participation in the manufacturing sector at all India and Kerala, is similar at 1 per cent. The male workforce participation in the construction sector has risen by 4 per cent and 3.2 per cent during 2015-16 and 2022-23 for all India and Kerala. Transport, Storage & communication shows almost same male workforce at all India during this period; while 4 per cent decline in Kerala. The rise of male worker participation in other services has been sharper in Kerala by 10 per cent from 2015-16 to 2022-23; that of India is 8 per cent. 
Women agricultural workforce in Kerala

[bookmark: _Hlk162555538]Agriculture has always been the main venue for women’s work in developing countries, with women having a higher share of agricultural employment. In developing countries like India, agriculture continues to absorb and employ female work force but fails to give them recognition of employed/hired labour. Women constituted 38% of the agricultural labour force in developing countries. It is also estimated that 45.3% of the agricultural labour force consists of women. But a large number of women have remained as "invisible workers” (Ghosh and Ghosh 2014). Women engaged in family farms often become invisible workers, as they are not paid as hired labor and their work often seen as part of household duties. 
In the Indian context, a mixed trend of women’s participation in agriculture is seen. It has been observed that agriculture is becoming more feminine with more women working in fields and doing agriculture-related tasks, especially in areas where men migrate, but they are still paid less (Unni 1996, Coppard 2004). A slowing down of agricultural growth and a decline in investment in agriculture as well as a subsequent increase in non-farm employment are observed (Jackson and Rao 2008). Women are moving out of agriculture at a slower pace than men (Kabeer 2007, Agarwal 2011), suggesting that the agricultural labour force is becoming feminised, along with the marginalisation of women’s work, illustrating spatial and gendered patterns of labour mobility. While higher-caste women are withdrawn into domesticity, landless Dalit women are increasingly engaged in lower-paid employment, but also subject to patriarchal practices that emphasise female seclusion and subordination, with social controls by their male kin which restrict their mobility, earnings, and sexuality (Anandhi 2007, Kapadia 2009)( as quoted by Arun 2012)
Women's education, household income, and social constraints were sighted as the most important determinants for low FLFPR than Male labour force participation. Table 2 delves into the gender classification of work participation in Kerala based on sector. First, in the farm sector, self-employment loosely indicates cultivators, while casual labour primarily includes agricultural labourers. Thus, self-employment in the farm sector is more of a privileged occupation. In the non-farm sector, however, this is not very clear. Self-employment in the non-farm sector has a more complex connotation and can commonly include very small economic enterprises that may just be breaking even.



Table 2: Sector wise classification of farm and non-farm activities (%)
	Sector
	Rural
	
	Urban
	

	
	Male
	Female
	Male
	Female

	Farm
	28.3
	46.5
	12.1
	26.8

	Non-farm
	71.6
	53.5
	87.9
	73.1


Source: author’s construction using PLFS 2022-23
The table indicates that although women's employment in agriculture and allied activities has increased recently, the majority of women's employment is in non-farm pursuits in both rural and urban areas.  
Table 3: FLFPR across status in employment (%)
	Employment status
	Farm
	Non-farm

	Self-employed
	61.25
	38.75

	Regular salaried/wage
	1.23
	98.77

	Casual wage labourer
	68.06
	31.94


Source: author’s construction using PLFS 2022-23
Table 3 shows employment categorization of Female worker participation. The bulk of female farm workers, as indicated by the table, are casual wage workers and self-employed. There are very few regular wage/salary women workers in agriculture.
Table 4 Social group of workers in Farm sector (%)
	Social group
	Male
	Female

	Scheduled Tribe
	30.3
	49.6

	Scheduled Caste
	19.9
	40.2

	Other Backward Class
	17.8
	39.5

	Others
	28.6
	35.2


 Source: author’s own construction using PLFS 2022-23
Table 4 shows the social group of female workers in the agriculture sector. We have mentioned that, considering the social groups, from 2004-05 to 2011-12 the highest decline in FLFPR is accounted for Scheduled Tribes women, followed by Scheduled Caste and Other Backward Classes (Neetha 2013). But during 2022-23, there is a reversed shift to agriculture by the female and majority of this women workers belong to Scheduled Castes and Scheduled Tribe communities.


Education of female workers in agriculture 
The U- -hypothesis is seen as the relationship between educational attainment and women’s FLFPR or between income and women’s LFPR in several studies (Goldin 1994; Mammen and Paxson 2000; Tansel 2002; Choudhary and Verick 2014). It explains that women with higher education have greater chances of getting employed and higher household incomes often prevent women from joining the labour force. At the initial level, educational attainment leads to the decline in LFPR, but over time those women with high education re-enter the labour market. This forms a U shape, where the low and high levels of education have high FLFPR with a flat middle section for the moderately educated females (Chattopadhyay and Chowdhury,2022).
Figure 1:  Agricultural workers by education




Source: author’s construction using PLFS 2022-23










The conventional U shape does not apply to agricultural activities. Because highly educated are turning to non-farm activities.  Even though we can see some highly educated individuals are going back to agriculture, there are very few persons who pursue technical education in agriculture. More women working in agriculture can be seen as illiterate. We can conclude that as higher education attains there is a tendency to adopt non-farm employment.  
Income distribution of female workers in agriculture
Table 5 shows the income distribution of the workers. Usual monthly consumption Expenditure is taken as the proxy for income. Income is grouped into five quintiles starting from lower income quintiles to higher income quintiles.

Table 5: Employment participation rate (usual +subsidiary status) by expenditure quintile (%) of Female Agricultural workforce

	
	Agriculture
	Mining & quarrying
	Manufacture
	Electricity
	Construction
	Trade, Hotel& restaurants
	Transport, Storage & communication
	Other services

	Q1
	50.43
	0.0
	11.02
	0.63
	5.92
	9.79
	0.61
	21.61

	Q2
	 44.85      
	0.0
	 11.07       
	 0.26     
	 4.44
	11.91
	4.33
	23.15

	Q3
	40.64
	0.0
	13.98
	0.0
	2.18
	15.18
	4.56
	26.43

	Q4
	31.33
	0.0
	12.48
	0.93
	2.34
	14.71
	2.5
	35.71

	Q5
	21.52
	0.0
	7.47
	0.13
	2.01
	13.92
	5.6
	49.36


Source: author’s construction using PLFS 


The lowest expenditure quintile group depends more heavily on agriculture and allied sectors than higher quintile groups, and employment among the non-farm sector is higher among higher quintile groups. Subsequent to the agricultural sector, the largest number of people are employed in the services sector in the lower quintile group. People in the higher expenditure quintile also heavily depend on the service sector. 

Agricultural wages in India: 2020-21
According to the Agricultural Wages in India report, all India annual average daily wage rate for field labour (male), during 2020-21 was ₹342/day, with Kerala paying the highest wage to field labour (male) ₹789/day, while Chhattisgarh figured as the lowest wage payer among all states with ₹246/day.
The average daily wage rate for field labour (female) at all India and State level also showed that Kerala paid the highest wage to field labour (female) i.e. ₹537/day. All-India annual average wage rate was ₹282/day. The variation between wages of male and female agricultural labourer for the same category of work has been observed and it is approximately 21 per cent at all India level.
In the case of skilled labour, the highest wage rate i.e. ₹929/day and lowest wage rate i.e. ₹295/day were paid in Kerala and Tripura respectively. At all India level, the wage rate is ₹457/day. In the case of field labour (male), the highest paid wages (in Kerala) are about 221 per cent more than that of the lowest (in Chhattisgarh) and about 128 per cent more than the all India average daily wages. In the case of female field labour, the highest paid wages (in Kerala) also is about 212 per cent more than that of the lowest (in Chhattisgarh) and about 90 per cent more than the all India average daily wages. The very high state variations reflect the scenario of availability of labour, arduousness of work, cost of living of the workers, geographical location of work and other factors, which play an important role in determining the wage rate in a particular state. Variations in wage rates between states can be explained by the interplay of market forces and the degree of market imperfections. 







By analysing the trends and patterns of female labourforce, it is argued that there is a reverse structural change in the female workforce to agriculture after 2019-20.  From during 2004-05 to 2015-16 FLFPR declined by 24.9. But we can see a sharp increase in female worker participation in agriculture and allied sector for a quinquennial period during 2015-16 to 2021-22 in Kerala by 8.6 per cent and 9 per cent for a single period 2021-22 to 2022-23. It is probably distress driven. In other words, it can be argued that there is an increasing female labourforce participation during the period of Covid to the agriculture sector. But they are not returning to other sectors in the post Covid period. They were continuing in the low paid agriculture sector. Although women shift into the agricultural sector, there is a large gender gap in wages in Kerala. The majority of women workers belong to scheduled castes and scheduled tribe communities. The majority of illiterate women are employed in the farm sector. It can be concluded that, as higher education attaining there is a tendency to adopt non-farm employment. The lowest expenditure quintile group depends more heavily on agriculture and allied sectors than higher quintile groups, and employment among the non-farm sector is higher among higher quintile groups. 
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