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Shame Slippage and Norms Among Rural Working-Class Women: A Struggle 

Olsen, W.K. (2020), Shame Slippage and Norms Among Rural Working-Class Women: A Struggle, Chapter 3 

in Women in the Changing World, Ed. A. Bhowmick, New Delhi:  Mittal Publications. ISBN 81-

8324-982-5. Pgs 39-56. 

Abstract 

The working-class women of Uttar Pradesh and neighbouring states of India face grave difficulties 

rooted in social contradictions. This paper argues the need for radical re-thinking of people’s position 

in the society.  The method used here is retroduction, and the discipline areas are gender studies, 

‘gender and development theory, and sociological studies of work and employment.  Retroduction is 

explained; here it means thinking of how to identify and specify the mechanisms that create harm in 

a complex social system, and what other mechanisms can or could change the system.   The key 

mechanisms in this paper are the shame slippage and pride slippage. 

Based on existing theories, we set up a semi-structured interview and a random-sample survey of 

women and men in couples, as well as female heads of household, in a range of villages in three 

states of north central India and northern and southern Bangladesh.  In this paper the hypothesis is 

that shame and the gender-stereotyping norms of these areas are offset by mechanisms of pride and 

self-respect.  Both the negatively connotated shame and the positively connotated pride of being an 

earning woman are rooted in social norms, but these norms are neither determining in their effects 

nor permanent or unchanging.  Therefore I examine the situation closely, focusing on the interview 

data. In working through several case studies these findings emerged: 

In essence, we noted both self-respect and shame among the respondents, and usually both within a 

single interview.  These are socially-caused feelings. An individual cannot just choose them, or 

increase them, or avoid them at will.  Instead the person has to navigate their way across their 

activities. While others may disapprove, the person does what is best for both self and family.   

Women’s self-approval for doing cottage industry work was worsened by the presence of 

disapproval for them going out to earn money.  These are social issues, with great complexity. The 

women expressed a mixture of fear and shame –fear of criticism and dishonour, and shame if they 

were publicly seen to act inappropriately.  

At a deeper level, we can all agree that right actions are deeply right and should not be criticised.  In 

this sense, readers are urged to value all humans equally at all times (a humanist approach). People 

do what seems best to them. The women, who work typically long hours, need support and 

encouragement not shaming for what they do. Most of all, retroduction helped us see the dialectical 

aspects of the situation, while several economic theories did not fare well in regard to labour 

decisions. 
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Shame Slippage and Norms Among Rural Working-Class Women: A Struggle 

By Wendy Olsen 

Background 

The working-class women of Uttar Pradesh and neighbouring states of India face grave difficulties, 

and this paper argues the need for radical re-thinking of such people’s position in the society.  I apply 

retroduction to gender-and-work studies in India.  Retroduction is spelt out in some detail as a 

method of research where we ask why, looking for meso and macro reasons or causal mechanisms.  

The role of evidence is important, but conceptual innovation is also useful. Retroduction is a good 

way to create new social theory.  Here, I work out a fresh terminology that could help focus on the 

shaming mechanisms (shame and slippage) that bind people into a bad social system. It is a 

patriarchal system, and involves market-oriented capitalist gender relations.   

Then I discerned how rural women are working to overcome such mechanisms through pride and 

collective self-respect.  Using such a theory, and widening women’s engagement with citizen groups, 

can help in future to improve the social system from within. The particular focus here is on the social 

norms and personal attitudes in the work-labour-gender complex.  The geographic scope is rural 

north Central Indian villages in Jharkhand, Bihar and Uttar Pradesh, along with northern and 

southwestern rural districts of Bangladesh.  These areas were chosen for a comparative project in 

2014 based on each area having a high proportion of households in poverty.  Random samples were 

used, and the research applies across social classes. 

The most innovative finding is that people already are revising upward their respect for women who 

work in paid, informal and multiple other roles.  I will be analysing ‘shame’ and the social norms of 

sexist task stereotypes.  I do not endorse these norms and indeed, there are such strong competing 

norms (pride and self-respect) that the shame part which emerges repeatedly in interviews can be 

seen as the dominant norm recently knocked off its throne.  Many women expressed both social 

shame and personal self-respect about work. Self-respect has become prevalent, notably in 

Bangladesh. The women’s attitudes are rooted not only in globalisation and modernity but also in the 

cash-for-work schemes, ie the government actions in both countries which publicly – and 

symbolically - offered women equal wages to men (MNREGA in India). 

Introduction to the Theoretical Step Called Retroduction 

Retroduction means thinking of how to identify and specify the mechanisms that create harm in a 

complex social system, and working out what mechanisms can or could change the system.   

Retroduction is not simply induction, where we use the data to draw up summaries or general 

findings.  It is also not the same as deductive thinking. Retroduction can be carried out in situations 

where we have mixed-methods datasets (Olsen, 2012: 215-217). Retroduction is not the same as 

ethnographic methods like abduction, though it has features in common, such as needing a deep 

understanding of the social structures.  Retroduction means asking why the data hold the patterns that 

they do. 

The key mechanisms in this paper are the shame slippage and pride slippage. These relate to a 

sideways application of a negative or positive ‘affect’ (a feeling of disapproval or approval, or 
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negative/positive vibes) to a situation.  The idea of the slippage or sideways movement is that if 

asked consciously to express the (dis)approval, respondents will deny it.  Yet they are heavily 

sensitive to a tacit (dis)approval because it arises from an existing, perhaps traditional social norm.  

Slippage is incidental and not conscious.  It is more central to disapproval than to approving norms, 

such as attaching pride to having a child.  Shame slippage can be recovered from by collective 

action, by reflection or reflexivity, by discussion, or through cooperative work to re-conceive of the 

activity as not deserving the disapproval.  In most instances in this paper, I am referring to shame as 

a source of disapproval.  The alternatives are many, and pride or self-respect in work tasks is one of 

the competing sources of approval.  I am analysing these phenomena in their social context in rural 

north central India and rural Bangladesh.  

Retroduction can also mean thinking of what mechanisms can create and underpin a good system, 

e.g ‘what causes poets to write great poetry?’ or ‘Why did Gandhi use a peaceful method of 

resistance so persistently?’ Retroduction – asking why - is an established part of critical realism (CR; 

Olsen, 2012). The debate about realism is often abstract. One aim here is to offer a discrete, concrete 

example of how it is carried out. This shows how realism is used.   

The aim here is to argue that slippage of norms occurs, and hence a negative affect (sic), ie 

disapproval, is applied to women taking initiatives in work tasks – notably entrepreneurship and 

outdoor work. Some women also mentioned neighbours being jealous. Even worse, the shame 

slippage often spreads to women taking up good salaried jobs.  The negative slippage has tended to 

support the ongoing reproduction of a more severe form of patriarchy in Uttar Pradesh and Bihar 

rural areas than otherwise would need to exist.   

Slippage is defined and spelt out in the next section. Gender shame and its slippage has both class 

and ethnic/caste/religious aspects.  Some of these are set out with specific examples from the 86 

semi-structured rural interviews.   

Class slippage is the negative affect applied to work tasks, often carried out by the ‘lowest’ social 

class of people, which inhibits the middle and upper class women from doing those tasks.  Class 

slippage was critiqued by Veblen (1899) who broadly proposed that conspicuous consumption and 

excess leisure is taken by upper class people in modern society.  Veblen argued that instead of 

capitalism’s values, a good set of social norms will appreciate work, including work with animals 

and with tools, and the use of skills in production, and caring work in itself.  Due to class slippage, 

many people consider these work tasks as drudgery and to be avoided.  Gandhi, too, valorized 

(valued) all work, including weaving, cooking and ordinary labour. Veblen and Gandhi both argued 

that we value people in themselves, not just for what they do. A relationship of trust and service is 

better than a relationship of separateness and idleness.  

Gender slippage is to apply a “negative affect” and disapproval to women in particular, so that 

women’s roles are to exclude all these important skilled work tasks.  Men work with tools, and are 

valued for doing so, but women’s association with such work (eg with harrow, drill, hammer, knife) 

is considered demeaning.  Women are seen as honoured more when they are trapped indoors more.  

The dirt associated with the “low-class” drudgery work is seen as more dishonouring for women than 

for men.  Whilst there can be “reasons” for these labels and this association of dishonour with these 
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tasks, the reality is a deeper structural imprinting of association – often called habitus but here 

referring to a specific negative accusation aimed at any of a range of activities, prior to doing the 

activities – which I call norm slippage.  The structural nature of the slippage is that pre-existing 

status rankings are the basis of a deep desire for well-being through high status, and the search for 

high status in turn creates the context for avoiding doing the tainted work tasks.   

Whilst some authors have essentialised the search for status and others have essentialised the search 

for ‘accumulation’, I argue instead that: 

a.  Many women internalise a negative norm which was misapplied in the first place to them. 

b. Many people told us about their habitus which combines obedience to sexist task stereotypes, 

“20 years inside”, long days of domestic drudgery, and hiding the fact of indoor work on 

skilled tasks. Women internalise the slippage.   

“20 years inside” was a phrase widely used in English by local men in Uttar Pradesh (to me) to refer 

to women’s housewifery. 

The original social norm that one class is “higher” than another and the idea that men embody 

“power” while women represent and embody “submissiveness” originate in out-dated, damaging 

systems of class and gender stereotyping.  An alternative to these norms is to affirm the intrinsic 

equality and worth of all humans.  

Review of Theories of Women and Rural Work 

It is important to acknowledge four existing theories, each offering an explanation of how much 

work women do, but none of which performed well to explain labour outcomes in the rural context.  

The human capital theory offers an interpretation of the relationship of education and experience to 

wage-rates.  The usual key point is that higher-paid jobs will generate people putting investment of 

time and money into college fees to get the requisite skills.  An important offshoot point from human 

capital theory is that the people who foresee gendered wage differentials for the same job will tend to 

push their male family members into those high-paid jobs, and leave the women to stay at home, thus 

avoiding the gender pay gap.  Whilst interesting, the human capital theory has a low grasp of the 

rural situation.  The experience of farming, livestock rearing or construction is not strongly linked to 

the current education system.  Investment in schooling is aimed at the other sectors – government, 

bank officer, clerk – which are non-agricultural jobs.  Human capital theory also does not explain 

well the original gender stereotyping of the tasks themselves. 

Secondly, the opportunity cost theory states that the people who are working would lose their wages 

if they stayed at home to do domestic work. This theory would suggest those with the highest market 

wages will do paid work, and those with less wage-rate expectations may avoid doing the paid work.  

The withdrawal of women from the labour market would be explained by the gender pay gap they 

face. Both this and the human capital theory are highly rationalistic and tend to present the workers 

as individual decision-makers; or they see the family or the household as a rational decisionmaker 

which imposes its optimum view onto women as well as onto men. The rationality part needs to be 

complemented by some other aspects of labour markets – tradition and stereotyping, which rests 

upon social norms; and bargaining, which may be grounded in social networks. 
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The social norms around women’s and men’s tasks have several cultural roots.  These include 

superstitions about ploughing and gender (most of the zone not accepting women doing plough or 

planting work in the soil).  Another basis for gender stereotypes is the Hindu and Muslim notions of 

the family as a preserve of women, whilst men are presented symbolically in key roles as 

breadwinners who serve family by going out to work.  However it is not clear if these two religions 

are the origin of the male breadwinner norm.  Instead it could also be attributed to the patterns found 

in Colonial elites during the long centuries of imperialism.  In India, the various colonizers played up 

their menfolk’s military prowess, horse sports, and masculinity, while offering women two roles at  

home:  housewife and maid.  In this system, the women who visited Indian sites from Europe were 

elite, wealthy, and lived in luxury.  Perhaps the ideal of the housewife was strengthened as a cultural 

norm during this time.  Deeper analyses of the bourgeois family by Engels argued that structural 

patterns of patriarchal control over property provided strong reasons to keep women’s fertility under 

tight control (1884).  The Engels analysis applies clearly to the ruling classes during the colonial 

period, and might also apply to the elites of both Hindu castes and Muslim lineages.  Keeping land 

and property holdings under clear ownership was important to those who had land.  Stereotypes and 

norms are much more mixed and have varied considerably in the many tribes and in dalit groups as 

well as working-class urban areas. Here, property is less and mobile labour searching has been 

important.  Thus, the role of culture is not a mysterious, fixed or permanent one; it is also not a 

homogenous tradition of women as mothers and homemakers.  Instead culture rests upon a basis in 

the material system of social-structural relations. 

Lastly, the theory of the peasant household is also a helpful analysis of who does which work.  A 

household with diverse agrarian activities has a multiple livelihood.  They may decide on who works 

outside the homestead based on a balance of many considerations. The peasant economics tradition 

sees this as a set of rational maximising decisions.  In sociology we also appreciate the traditions and 

norms which shape the practices and discussions around the allocation of labour. The key thing about 

a peasant economics is that it would be diverse across agroclimatic systems, and hence regions.  We 

could expect that in north central India and Bangladesh – divided by around 500 miles of land – the 

system would be different.  Yet in general we found the results for work-time and work-task 

allocation, including the gender division of labour, very similar in all the surveyed villages.  

Another issue raised when we combine peasant economics with the sociology of gender roles is that 

women today value their own work on livestock-rearing activities.  Partly the raising of a cow is a 

prestigious and rewarding informal activity; partly the work is both indoor and outdoor so it can be 

consistent with the housewife role and its huge flexibility in time-use; and partly the work of 

livestock rearing can be carried on even by those with no land:  buying the animal or the eggs to get 

started is an easy-access means of production compared with renting or owning land itself.  Women 

in livestock work then can combine other seasonal and cottage-industry activities along with 

household work.  The trouble with this situation is the long overall work hours facing such women 

and the low levels of productivity such self-exploitation can bring. We had solid evidence about 

women working over ten hours a day, and men just six, in our project.  

The hypothesis for this paper is that the explanation of diverse statements, found in interviews with 

women and men workers, is that people are aware of competing norms which guide them in opposite 

directions.  On the one hand, women’s role as housewife and her staying indoors is valued by a 
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traditional notion of what is normal for a woman:  First marry, then motherhood, and then stay at 

home to watch the children and serve the needs of other household members.  On the other hand, 

women are needing to earn money to support their family.  This is urgent in many families.  They 

also find the work outside the home exciting or rewarding, according to our interviews.  Sociologists 

looking at the work of maids for example found a mixture of all these motives in the Indian scene 

(Agarwala and Saha 2018). 

Overall a particular slippage focus adds depth and breadth to the weak explanations found in the 

socio-economic and particularly in the economic literature about women’s work. Previous feminist 

analyses have raised many wider issues about patriarchy (Kumar, 1993; Beneria and Sen, 1982). The 

urgency of the situation today is that women are still oppressed and yet are also fighting back.  How 

they will succeed may depend on how people interpret the most basic, “normal” aspects of daily 

rural life.  

Data and Methods of Research 

The data arise from a mixture of 1800 survey questionnaires, delivered face-to-face in local 

languages in 2015-6, and 86 semi-structured interviews of about one hour each. (See 

acknowledgements and I thank all those who carried out the field research.)  

Each survey involved both members of the adult couple of the household responding with answers to 

attitude and time-use questions, giving over 3500 individual responses in total. Villages were chosen 

in Uttar Pradesh (6), Bihar (6), northwest Jharkhand (3) each with 50 households randomly chosen 

from a village list.  In Bangladesh, villages were chosen in the far south and far north, again with 45 

households per village chosen at random from a fresh village household list.  The interviewees were 

chosen to give a broad spectrum of respondents from among those who had done the questionnaire 

interview.   

Using the survey method we had a one-day time-use record for each adult in the couple.  Where a 

woman had no husband present, she was still eligible for the survey. Overall, for example in Uttar 

Pradesh as shown in Table 1, women worked very long days and many women had a wide range of 

economic and household activities.  The average work-time overall was ten hours for women and 

just six hours among men across both countries. 
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Table 1:  Indian Time-Use by Village, Women Only (Minutes Per Day) 

Village 

Domestic 

Work 

Work With 

Animals 

Farming 

Work Other Work 

Paid 

Work Total Hours 

1 369 71 79 17 167 11.72 

2 443 27 25 20 73 9.80 

3 354 47 82 23 152 10.97 

4 378 80 67 12 159 11.60 

5 354 77 87 15 179 11.87 

6 356 59 92 3 154 11.07 

Note:  The fieldwork was conducted in two countries. This table contains data for six villages in rural 

eastern Uttar Pradesh only. The time spent was recorded twice in one year 2015/6. The two figures 

were averaged to get each woman’s record. These were then averaged at the village level. 

 

 

   

The method of qualitative analysis was to code all interviews using key words as topics, then 

examine the codes to see how they group together into discourse topics.  Next I looked at each 

discourse.  For example around work, the discourse of the masterful husband was one of the clear 

patterns.  More at the margins, numerous people spoke about negotiating work by discussion 

between the two spouses.  Both men and women spoke very respectfully of each other, in these 

couples.  These were more prevalent in Bangladesh.   After identifying discourses of both the 

dominant and marginal kinds for several topics, I began to synthesise and integrate the qualitative 

and quantitative findings. I looked for social-class differences in work times, but these were small; I 

tested whether there was a countrywise, state or village difference in attitudes about gender and 

work, but the attitudes were vdery diverse and did not follow any clear class or geographic patterns.  

Lastly we tested for husband-wife agreement on attitudes and these were strong enough for statistical 

significance both within villages and across the whole sample.  In other words, the social norms 

around women working were diverse but there was a tendency for a husband and his wife to express 

the same views on this. (Details available upon request.) Thus overall this mixed-methods study was 

able to expose both structural differences and aspects of norms and attitudes which might reveal 

differences and diversity across the zone. Overall there was a surprising amount of homogeneity on 

the surface in what work women did and what attitudes were held.  In Table 1, for example you can 

see that village women had similar average work times (shown in minutes per day) across Uttar 

Pradesh. 
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Further Findings from the Mixed-Methods Data 

Saraswati Devi’s case illustrates both the tensions women feel and the social nature of the shaming 

that occurs.  As Jeffreys and Jeffreys said, “Individuals are formed and molded through their 

interactions and connections with other people” (Jeffery and Jeffery:  13).  In Saraswati Devi’s story, 

notice how shaming practices took the form of verbal criticism, back-biting and hints of sexual 

misbehaviour.   

Saraswati Devi [a pseudonym] is 35 years old and was widowed in the past year with four children 

aged up to 18 years old.  She is very poor, with a small shop and a widow’s pension as her main 

income sources.  Living in Bihar, she was interviewed in 2015 by Archan Sahani.  I studied the 

transcript in English and compared the text with the survey questionnaires.  

On the one hand, Saraswati Devi feels she cannot carry out ordinary paid casual labour because she 

has to do child-care.  Yet she wishes to work as a local health promotion change agent (“Asha” 

scheme, see Vimarsh, 2013) and she had previously hoped for a life as a community primary school 

teacher (“Shiksa-Mitra”, see URL https://www.newsclick.in/UP-Shiksha-Mitras-Losing-Jobs-New-

Education-Policy, accessed 2020).  Saraswati Devi spoke of her current work tasks in close relation 

to social shaming of herself. 

Q: What work do you do?  

A: I do nothing. I told you that out of shyness, I am lives at home. I am trying for the 

work  under ‘Asha’ scheme. It will be good if I get it. But my son says not to work now 

and I should do only the household work. I cook out of whatever is at home. This is a 

village and not a city, where I can clean utensils in ten houses. I cannot even work as a 

labourer in the field. I have to care for the family’s prestige. My relatives will comment 

that my husband has expired and I am going out in the agricultural field to work as a 

labourer…. 

Q: What is the main work you do?  

A: Primarily, it is the shop. We are ‘Teli’ (oilman/ oil seller by caste , OBC) and so our 

primary work is trading…. 

Q:  What did you want to be after completing your school education? 

A:  I wanted to become a lot…Could I have got education to become “Shiksa-Mitra”, it 

would have been better. 

The problem of the family’s prestige is not only about her nuclear household but also her brothers-in-

law and mother-in-law.  Of them, she says: 

I have my husbands’ close relatives as my neighbours. But they are not bothered whether 

I have eaten anything or not. When I am reminded of my husband, I cry, but nobody even 

comes to peep or ask as to why I am crying.  

Saraswati Devi also said, 

https://www.newsclick.in/UP-Shiksha-Mitras-Losing-Jobs-New-Education-Policy
https://www.newsclick.in/UP-Shiksha-Mitras-Losing-Jobs-New-Education-Policy


 9 

I have to lead my life with respect, prestige and reputation. 

Saraswati Devi’s poverty is offset by one kind sister-in-law, her son’s aunt.  

The aunt and sister-in-law gives the used clothes of their children for my children and 

they wear these. 

At the same time, accusations of seemingly promiscuous or perhaps illicit discussions with outside 

males are made toward her.  For example,  

If I go to any man to ask for anything, even then it becomes a problem. All in the society 

start asking why did I do there? What have you talked? But, if I don’t go, then my 

problems remain. Due to shyness, I do not go out.  

She needs to ask for hand loans or household help from time to time.  She mentions a male 

acquaintance, pseudonym Mukhiya. He is from the Rajdoot caste group, a higher caste. (Her own 

caste group of Teli is in the ‘other’ castes and had trading as one of its traditional occupations.)  

A:  Mukhiya is a good person and the work was soon done.  

Q: Do the ‘Rajaputs’ say anything to you?  

A: Only those persons who do not give me anything even to eat. If Mukhiya does some 

help for me, they start defaming me. For instance, we did not have any facility for 

drinking-water. He got a hand pump installed. I do not have anyone else to get such work 

done for me. But these ‘Rajaput’ defamed me by saying that I have had some illegal 

relations with Mukhiya. 

Under all this tension, Saraswati Devi cannot migrate to find work, although she is willing to. 

When you do not have agricultural land, you have to go outside for work. I had thought 

to go to Delhi, with all my children, to work there.  

Her husband had had a good experience of outmigrating from this village for seven months to work 

in a company.  However, the shame issue arises for her as a woman. 

My sister-in-law and other relatives also told that when a woman goes to work in a 

company, do not get any reputation and respect and so I should think about my respect. 

They also asked, better to stay at home in sorrow and I need not go outside. They said if I 

have any type of a problem, then I must tell them and they assured to help me. But I fail 

to tell them anything due to shame and prudence. 

Sadly, Saraswati Devi at times wept during her interview.  She also expressed piety and self-respect.  

For instance,  

Q: How do you consider of your work?  
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A: I consider it to be good. I have to lead my life with respect, prestige and reputation. 

Even if someone tells bad about me, then he is doing bad for himself only, as I have my 

God with me. 

A brief summary of one Bangladesh woman in the Sundarban area (southwestern sea-level villages) 

reinforces the finding that the women experience conflicting social pressures about working outside 

the house for money.  Mollika is in Bangladesh’s minority Hindu community.  Age 29 with one 

daughter, and living in a household of five people, Mollika does many agricultural and domestic 

tasks at home.  Mollika also does paid agricultural casual labour (data line 12622).  Other people in 

the area commented that it was more common for Hindus not Muslim women to do paid agricultural 

casual labour.  Mollika strongly prefers to plan so that her daughter will not have to do it in the 

future. Here is what Mollika said. 

Q: What was your desire, you wanted to study further? 

A: Of course I wanted to study more. 

…Q: So what was your aim in life? 

A: I will complete my education then I will do something. 

Q: So what type of small thing you wanted to do? 

A: I wanted to work in the NGO 

…Q: You wanted to study further but you couldn’t do so. Do you have regrets about it? 

What are your thoughts? 

A: I have regrets but there is no use. My parents set my marriage and fixed all the 

problems. 

Q: What do think about yourself now? 

A: Both of us have different professions and now my desire is that I will work on the 

field and he will work as a carpenter only. We will earn together for the family, and as I 

have a daughter so I will make sure that she doesn’t face any problems like the way I 

have faced. I will do everything that I can do for my daughter so that she can be a good 

human being. Now that is my only desire. 

Q: What type of work have you done the past week? 

A: I have worked in the tobacco field, I have picked the tobacco leaves, then I have 

planted the nut. Overall I have always worked on land. 

 

She is concerned what others say about women who work outside.  In her words, 

Q: Women go out for work, lots of women work like you do, and so what do the people 

of the society say about it? 
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A: They don’t say good things about them… 

Q: What do they say? 

A: They discuss lots of things and talk about it. 

Q: Does this give the household a bad reputation? Do they talk about men whose wives 

work outside their homes? 

A: They say that women who go out to work have no manners and are shameless. 

Figure 1 summarises the two competing social mechanisms, shame and pride, in relation to women’s 

various work tasks.   
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Figure 1:  Implicit Threat of Shame Slippage 

Quote from a woman:  “My sister-in-law and other relatives told that when a woman 

goes to work in a company, [they] do not get any reputation and respect.” 

 

Note:  The patterns were observed via semi-structured interviews.  The idea of shame slippage is 

feeling negative or sensing social disapproval when one is doing the most appropriate thing.  In a 

mixed livelihood, a blend of feelings is likely to occur in both the genders. 
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In the vertical plane, I have summarised whether a person focuses on a single work role (at top) or 

many tasks (at bottom).  In the horizontal axis is a map approximating the many employment 

relationship options.  These range from a contracted salary job at the top left.  This is rare, with only 

23 people out of 500 couples in India and 7 people out of 450 couples in Bangladesh holding such 

jobs, among all our respondents.  In the middle is the multitasking informal agrarian and non-

agricultural work roles and at right, the various domestic work tasks.  All work tasks were carefully 

measured for both men and women in our survey.  For example washing clothes, cooking, cleaning, 

child-care, repair of the house, and serving food.  As shown in Table 1, the average work time was 

over six hours a day of such domestic work in Uttar Pradesh. In rural India, women averaged over 7 

hours a day (420 minutes per person) of that kind of work; in rural Bangladesh, the women averaged 

over 5 hours (320 minutes per person).  

They also do many other tasks, ranging from dairy and goats to arable farming work, and including 

trading, services, and manufacturing e.g. brickmaking. Women were recorded in detail as doing an 

average of 2 extra hours a day (India) on top of their domestic work. (3 extra hours a day 

Bangladesh.)  

The total, summing up, amounts to 9 hours a day for the Indian rural women and over 8 hours a day 

for those in rural Bangladesh. These large amounts far exceeded average male work times:  just 4 

hours a day on average in India! This was carefully gauged by using two different seasonal visits.  

(6.5 hours a day in Bangladesh.) Differences by social class were small in both countries.  

As one Muslim married women, Aklima, in Bangladesh expressed the tension explicitly (age 23, 

with no formal education and no land), Line 3711: 

Q:  What is your opinion about women casting fishing nets or working in or working in 

other people’s homes?   

A:  I like it. 

Q:  Do you not worry about what people/society will think? 

A: I also think it would be good if women did not need to work.  

She felt a woman should not be forced to work outside.  The idea of coercion is not sufficient for the 

situation though. As seen in Figure 1, there is a self-absorption of the sexist social norms which 

specify tasks as gendered roles, and there is a self-awareness that if a woman goes beyond the 

mothering role (or even worse, if a young woman worked for pay before marrying), there is a 

dishonour to her family. 

Reflecting on the scene set in Figure 1, and the three cases mentioned so far, the dishonour involves 

a spreading of the shame from its precise origin to a wider range of activities. Just talking with a non-

related man can lead to vicious gossip.  Just asking for help with a pump or a cow would lead to 

accusations.  To avoid getting into this shame-spreading, shame-slippage situation, many women 

declared that they did not work outside the home at all.  These declarations were at the ‘principal 

occupation’ stage of the questionnaire survey.  Some also appeared early in the interviews.  I have 
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summarised the pattern of the interviews which was to reveal and discuss the tensions shown in 

Figure 1. 

Conclusions 

Women express contradictory views about their own work decisions.  Men, too, express a variety of 

attitudes about women’s work, including at some moments a masterful discourse of male 

decisiveness, and at other moments a willingness to engage in discussion, negotiation and sharing 

around household work as well as around women going outside for work. The scene seemed 

confused, and Figure 1 helps to clarify the situation.  Sexist gender stereotypes about work tasks are 

combined with strong feelings of shame, and sometimes pride, about what people do.  Men are said 

to avoid doing domestic work but in fact many did around an hour a day of such work.  Women 

worked very long hours overall, but expressed shame if they had to work outside the house or in 

male-gendered roles such as casually-paid wage labour. 

The shame associated with women doing tasks gendered as male, such as casual manual labour, has 

wider effects, which I call slippage.  Shame slippage can damage women’s self-approval for doing 

cottage industry work, cash-paid livestock work, and indeed any remunerative work at all.  Most 

women in these villages tried to pass themselves off as housewives. Yet at the same time, dignity and 

self-respect was re-asserted by most of the same women. Giving examples, I argue that the slippage 

problem is a spreading of shame and a generalised sense of fear. Shame arises from old norms 

around women as mothers whose quintessential social value lay in their having children, not in their 

innate selves nor their work. The generalised fear of being judged bad or being criticised by others is 

felt deeply, and spreads from woman to woman via gossip and backbiting, comments, and 

accusations.  Many of these related to women’s supposed dishonour toward their househo ld.  Still, 

there is also a variety of mechanisms to build self-respect.   

It was intended that these interviews would cover all kinds of marital negotiation and discussions 

around work.  The results are not surprising but the amount of tension shown is beyond what we 

expected. People in the area have not simply decided what ‘kind’ of worker to be.  They have 

developed layers of verbal rationales, and mixtures of activities along with narrative defences, to suit 

their personal situations.  Shame slippage was evident in quite a few of the women’s stories.  Even 

when a woman was in a higher social class and had much education, she still was subject to the 

problem because of the slippage.  Sexist stereotypes, it appears, do not know social-class boundaries 

in the villages.   

On the bright side, there are offsetting patterns of agency and self-respect.  Again, as with shame, the 

feelings women express are not simply psychological, nor merely personal. They are a commentary 

on and an interaction with the social stigma, and also with approving social norms, which lie outside 

the woman’s control.  The bright side of pride and price-slippage is shown in Figure 1 as a possible 

source of positive self-approval.  While shame-slippage leads to self-disapproval, self-respect could 

be built up upon a basis of both rationalising the necessary economic contributions and applauding 

one’s own role as a breadwinner.  Here several women deviated from the discourse of a male 

masterful breadwinner, and instead adopted the breadwinner role themselves. (Space limits inhibit 

giving examples here.) In conclusion the women had pride in their work, had developed self-respect 
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as a way to appreciate themselves and other working women, and had ways to agentically oppose the 

shame-slippage problem. 

Research by Alan Wolfe and James Rachel helps with unravelling the situation. First Wolfe points 

out that in a world of competing, clashing norms, individuals engage in social situations suited to 

their agentic short-term strategies. People just have to act, and even after socially-shamed actions 

like divorce or losing a job, they do move forward. Often they adopt a positive worldview and thus 

award themselves self-respect, even in the face of a shaming tension.  Sometimes people also avoid 

difficult social situations. 

James Rachel stresses that the norms are not a facet of a person or a personality in the first place.  

Rachel says the four personal traits closest to behaving in tandem with social norms are, in many 

societies, courage, honesty, generosity, and loyalty (2003:  182). A social norm is a rule for good 

behaviour, specific to a locality and a time-period, and known tacitly rather than cognitively by many 

people and organisations in that area.  By contrast, the personal virtues are “traits of character, 

manifested in habitual action, that it is good for a person to have” (Rachel, 2003:  176).  Social 

norms when underpinned by virtuous agents can persist as good norms, but the virtues are likely to 

be challenged and even to decline, if they do not have underpinning social norms.  

Rachel says norms are holistic and exist at the social level. Thus, to perceive them, we must take a 

holistic social-science view. Virtues on the other hand are the personal traits which support good 

social norms.  In the case of shame, which is a mechanism that helps discipline people into good 

behaviour, it may be a virtue to conform with norms to avoid shame.  At the same time, though, it 

may be a virtue to refuse.  Always the reasons are complex why we may refuse to conform to one 

norm, usually by making reference to some other competing norm or to an economic requirement.  

Activism opposing local norms is described in detail by Jeffery and Jeffery (1996), analysing rural 

Uttar Pradesh.  Personal agency deals with the whole situation. People often face a confused, 

contradictory, wide-ranging set of demands.   

Retroduction helped us see the dialectical aspects of the situation.  Several economic theories did not 

fare well in regard to labour decisions. 
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