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Abstract 

Rural women make major and multiple contributions to the achievement of household food  security and 

produce more than half of the food grown worldwidei. Recognition of the role played by women in 

ensuring food security is of immense significance for planning and implementing rural development 

plans successfully. It is necessary to know the activities women are engaged in for ensuring household 

and community’s food security and the constraints faced by them.  Most of the constraints faced by them 

are related to gender specific role in our society, capital, credit, marketing, unavailability of inputs and 

lack of agricultural extension services etc. To remove these constraints women must not only have equal 

rights, capabilities and access to resources and opportunities, but they must also have the agency to use 

those rights, capabilities, resources and opportunities to make strategic choices. The survey was 

conducted in the Naduar block of Sonitpur district of Assam. The respondents were selected by simple 

random sampling method. Data for the study was collected both from the primary and the secondary 

sources. The study aims at analyzing the role of women as an agent of food security and highlight the 

obstacles which stand in their way, reducing their ability to achieve their goal and suggest measures to 

remove the same.  
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INTRODUCTION 

The World Food Summit was hosted by FAO in 1996 wherein one hundred and eighty six nations 

signed on to the World Food Summit goal of halving the numbers of malnourished people by 2015.  The 

signatories explicitly recognized the role of women as gatekeepers to household food security in terms 

of achieving the World Food security goals and the constraints faced by them. Food security implies 

ensuring availability and access to enough food which is crucial for healthy and active life. Utilization 

and stability, being another important pillars of food security ensures that food is used effectively to 

meet nutritional needs and it is consistently available, despite challenges. Women, being a major 

producer of food crops in rural areas, play a pivotal role in ensuring food security of her family. In many 

countries women supply most of the labour needed to produce food crops and often control the use and 

sale of food produce grown on plots they manageii. They make major and multiple contributions to the 

achievement of household food security thereby contributing to family health and nutrition. Several 

studies have shown that rural women have been intensively involved in agriculture and its allied fields. 

She performs numerous labour intensive jobs such as weeding, hoeing, grass cutting, picking, cotton 

stick collections, separation of seeds from fiberiii. According to Doss women comprise about 43% of the 
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agricultural labour force globallyiv. In Asia, women account for approximately 50 percent of food 

production overall in the region, with considerable variation from country to country. For example, 

women compose 47 percent of the agricultural labour force in the Philippines, 35 percent in Malaysia, 

54 percent in Indonesia and over 60 percent in Thailand. In Southeast Asia, women play a major role in 

rice production, particularly in sowing, transplanting, harvesting and processing.v  

In spite of all the burdens of farm and home, their economic contribution is not given due recognition. 

They have been left out from the various training and rural development programmes which usually 

involve only the man-folk, while women are involved only in programmes related to child health, 

cooking and nutrition, etc. There also remain a number of areas where progress in advancing gender 

equality has not been significant and which represent challenges for the future. These include women’s 

lack of access to land, resource entitlements and inputs such as credit and technology and the limited 

role played by women in planning and the formulation of policy in the sector.  

 

OBJECTIVES  

The main objectives of the study are: 

1. To examine the role of rural women as an agent of household food security; and; 

2. To find out the constraints faced by them and suggest measures 

 

METHODOLOGY 

The present study was carried out in the Naduar Block of Sonitpur district, Assam. Since the present 

study is an empirical one, therefore, for the purpose of field study 135 respondents were selected from 

the block for the purpose of interview. The respondents have been selected by simple random sampling 

method on the basis of the Electoral Roll used in the Panchayat elections.  

Data for the study have been collected both from primary and secondary sources. The primary data 

forming the basis of the study have been collected with the help of an interview schedule. Interview 

schedule has been prepared keeping in mind the objectives of the study to interview the selected 

respondents from the block. Besides, informal discussion with the people of the universe, especially with 

the Panchayat’s President, Members, Block Development Officer, extension officers were held 

pertaining to different aspects of the study. The secondary sources of data involves extensive review of 

relevant literature from books, newspaper, journal, article etc. 

 

WOMEN AS AN AGENT OF FOOD SECURITY 

Women are most often recognized as farmers in sub-Saharan Africa, where men and women, in 

many countries, farm separate plots. The FAO estimated that women produce and market 80% of 

all food grown locally in the regionvi. Jamalivii argued that the rural women in Pakistan have been 

actively involved in agriculture and its allied fields. Rural women’s work ranges from crop production to 

harvesting operations, from live stock rearing to raising babies.  They also carried out different farm 

activities along with livestock and its other associated activities like cleaning of animal shed, collection 

of farm yard manure, fodder collection, watering, preparation of dung cakes, milking, milk processing 

and preparation of ghee etcviii.  In India, about 74 percent of the entire female workforce is engaged in 

agricultural operationsix. They spend numbers of hours not only in agricultural tasks, but also in cooking 

and caring for children as well as fetching water and firewood, which are needed to carry on domestic 

tasks for the household. However, the patterns of women’s participation vary according to regional and  
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cultural normsx.   

The analysis and interpretation of data on the participation of women in different agricultural and allied 

activities reveals a very vivid picture of women’s contribution to household food security in the study 

area. They are actively involved in pre-sowing, post-sowing, harvesting and post-harvesting operations 

as well as allied activities. They spend numbers of hours not only in agricultural tasks, but also in 

household chores which are needed to carry on domestic tasks. An average of 8.05 hours in a day is 

being spent by women in household activities along with performing other activities. They contribute 

significantly in home keeping and childcare along with performing farm works. In the activities related 

to food grain production, the respondents are found to be performing variety of activities. They are 

engaged not only in pre-sowing activities but also in threshing, harvesting, transplanting and post-

harvest activities. Paddy, the main crop of the season is found to be female dominated activity in the 

study area. During peak season they have to work for longer time without leaving any time for 

themselves.  In addition to household work considerable part of a woman’s time is spent in different 

activities related to animal husbandry. Women are found to be performing all the activities and in more 

than half cases women alone are doing all the tasks related to animal husbandry without seeking any 

help from others.  

 

CONSTRAINTS FACED BY WOMEN 

Several studies conducted throughout the world also reveal many challenges and constraints faced by 

women while performing agricultural and allied activities. In Latin America, as reported by Chasexi, 

women faced constraints like limited capital, inadequate market and unavailability of inputs and lack of 

agricultural extension services. Asodikexii observed that the rural women in Rivers state, Nigeria provide 

over 65% of the labour force but they are neglected and excluded from participation in development 

programmes aimed at improving their standard of living. They also face numerous constraints in this 

gender bias society. As reported by Oshodixiiiin Nigeria, women are facing numerous problems in the 

areas of access to land, agricultural marketing, transport and communication facilities, the middleman 

and lack of education. Buttxiv observed that cultural norms, male dominance, traditional belief system, 

less availability of time, and resistance from the family members were the constraints faced by a woman 

regarding their participation in agriculture in Pakistan. According to Patraxv et.al in rural India, female 

workers do not have access to land, water, credit and other agricultural inputs, technology, etc.  In the 

study area the respondents had reported some constraints they face which is shown through the 

following diagram:-    
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1. Unequal Access to Resources  

Rural women have limited access to credit, land and other resources. As they are financially not sound, 

they need assistance in terms of credit. However, as reported access to credit is difficult, since most of 

the rural women are not asset holders and do not own property, which is a prerequisite for lending 

agencies which make access to credit difficult. As they are not the rightful owner of the land, access to 

one of the most important factors of production, i.e., capital, is denied. Very few women have reported 

(only 5%) property ownership in their name. land is either in the name of the husband or head of the 

family.  

However, it is encouraging that those who have joined SHGs reported their access to credit. It is because 

a portion of  the credit needs of the respondents are fulfilled by the government as a part of Self Help 

Group programme. The government provides financial assistance to the groups in the form of subsidy as 

well as credit for undertaking income generating activities for their self-reliance 

2. Lack of knowledge about opportunities:  

Rural women do not have knowledge about the opportunities available for them. They are not aware of 

the schemes launched by government in agricultural and farming sector.  

3. Lack of Education and Training:  

Education being a key determinant of women’s role in ensuring food security, can help women access to 

various opportunities available in their field.  However, most women in rural areas do not have access to 

education due to cultural, social, and economic barriers. Women have lower levels of education, a factor 

found to be significant in adopting new technology.     

4. Lack of access to Technology:  

Providing training in agricultural practices, financial management, and entrepreneurship can help 

women increase their productivity, income, and leadership skills. As most of them are not included in 

the training program, they have no idea about the use of appropriate technologies that can increase  
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women's productivity, reduce their workload, and improve their resilience to climate change. 

5. Male dominance and limited mobility:  

The findings are notable. It is interesting to note that almost all the respondents have reported dominance 

of male members of the family as chief constraint faced by them. They are not permitted to go out of 

home to participate in training programmes of government agencies and Non Governmental 

Organizations (NGO). The traditional belief that women should be kept within the four walls of the 

house is another constraint reported by the respondents.  

6. Inadequate Market:  

Women in agriculture often face barriers to accessing markets due to limited mobility and lack of 

information.  The local markets are limited in scope by the range of goods offered for sale and by poor 

transport and communication facilitiesxvi. The women have to go to the far off centres to sell out their 

products due to lack of demand of those products in the local market. But marketing in a far-off place is 

very challenging due to transportation costs.  Here transportation stands as a big stumbling block.  

7. Societal Norms:  

Socio-cultural norms that divides and determines the gender specific roles in our society is also a 

constraint reported by women. Their role is not recognized. They are considered as unpaid workers. 

They do not play any role in decision making. To increase women’s farm productivity recognizing her 

as farmers and not simply as farm helpers is very important.  

 

SUGGESTIONS  

Recognizing the role of women in household food security, they have to be included in various training 

and rural development programmes which usually involve only the man-folk. But in most of the cases 

only males are approached specially for decisions related to farm business, because the influence of 

women on home and farm decisions has not been recognisedxvii. In order to remove these obstacles and 

render justice to the women folk engaged in agriculture and allied activities, Government should launch 

vocational training and basic skill development programmes specifically meant for farm women so that 

they can learn new techniques and skills of development. Legal initiative can be taken to remove the 

socio-economic obstacles because they are socially and culturally determined and can be changed by 

enacting a law. Efforts should be made to include the unpaid family workers in legally defined labour 

force so that they can also avail the benefits of developmental schemes. Women mobilization must 

achieve the difficult task of democratic decentralisation by planning from below and for achieving the 

goal the educated women should be involved in the training programme, workshops to motivate the rural 

agricultural women labourers for enhancing their role in decision making and management of the farm. 

They must be furnished with information on improved agricultural practices, storage and marketing 

outlets. Women must not only have equal rights, capabilities and access to resources and opportunities, 

but they must also have the agency to use those rights, capabilities, resources and opportunities to make 

strategic choices. 

 

CONCLUSION 

In today’s society, the role of women extends way beyond the home and the bringing-up of children. 

Women have to perform the dual role of housewife and wage earner. Both roles made heavy demands on 

a woman’s time and energyxviii. Women as farmers, agricultural labourer and entrepreneurs, constitute 

the backbone of India's agricultural and rural economyxix. Despite their significant role in the 
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development of the rural economy and ensuring food security of the family, women have been excluded 

from rural development programmes and not accorded a place of pridexx. They are discriminated against 

and in most cases excluded. Recognition of the role played by women in ensuring food security is of 

immense significance for planning and implementing rural development plans successfully. It is 

necessary to know the activities women are engaged in for ensuring household and community’s food 

security and the constraints faced by them. Therefore, the first exercise to improve women’s role in 

agriculture and allied field should be to destroy the invisibility barriers and to look what define their 

roles properly.  
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