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ABSTRACT:

This research explores the indispensable role women played in the rural economy of Western Rajasthan
during the 19th century. It examines women’s contributions to agriculture, handicrafts, and livestock
management while considering sociocultural constraints and colonial interventions. The study highlights
how these contributions were central to the survival and prosperity of rural communities despite the
socio-political challenges of the time. Through a gendered lens, the paper investigates the ways in which
colonial policies marginalized women’s economic agency, offering a nuanced understanding of gender,
labor, and economic transitions. This work seeks to redefine the historical narrative of rural development
in Rajasthan by centering women's economic contributions in pre-modern times.
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INTRODUCTION

The 19th century was a transformative period for Western Rajasthan, characterized by environmental
challenges, sociopolitical changes, and the encroachment of British colonial policies. Western Rajasthan’s
semi-arid geography required resilience from its inhabitants, and women became the backbone of its rural
economy. While much of the historical focus has been on male-dominated industries like trade and
revenue collection, this paper aims to highlight the overlooked yet crucial role of women in sustaining
local economies. By examining agricultural production, cottage industries, and livestock management, the
research explores how women’s economic agency was pivotal to rural livelihoods, even as colonial
interventions increasingly marginalized their roles. Additionally, it assesses the impact of caste and
gender dynamics on women’s access to resources and economic autonomy.

RESEARCH OBJECTIVES

To document the key economic activities undertaken by women in rural Western Rajasthan during the
19th century.To explore how caste, gender, and labor intersected to shape women’s roles within the
economy.To evaluate the impact of colonial policies on women’s participation in the rural economy.

LITERATURE REVIEW

The role of women in the rural economy has been a focal point for various scholars who have examined
gendered labor in agrarian societies. Bose (1994) in Agrarian Economy of Colonial India highlights how
colonial land policies reshaped agricultural systems, often excluding women from decision-making
processes and access to resources. In the context of Rajasthan, scholars like Datta (2012) have explored
the economic significance of traditional crafts, such as textiles and handicrafts, which were largely
dependent on women’s labor.

Sharma (2017) discusses the gendered division of labor in Rajasthan, detailing how women played a
pivotal role in agricultural tasks and local industries. However, these contributions have often been
downplayed due to the patriarchal structures that defined women’s roles. In a broader South Asian
context, Agarwal (1994) examines gender and land rights, particularly how colonial reforms hindered
women’s access to property and economic autonomy. Mukherjee (2005) provides a nuanced perspective
on the effects of British industrial policies, which led to the decline of indigenous crafts and displaced

women who were engaged in handicrafts.
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While these works have contributed significantly to our understanding of women’s labor in pre-colonial
and colonial India, there is still a gap in specific studies on the rural economy of Western Rajasthan.
Much of the existing literature is regionally focused or overlooks women’s contributions to the local
economy during colonial rule. This paper aims to fill this gap by providing a detailed account of the
economic roles of women in the rural economy of Western Rajasthan, examining their agency within the
framework of colonial policies.

RESEARCH METHODOLOGY

This research uses a historical qualitative methodology, combining primary and secondary sources to
understand the role of women in the rural economy. Primary sources include archival records from the
Rajasthan State Archives, Bikaner, and colonial administrative reports, which provide insights into
economic transactions and land policies during the 19th century. Oral histories from descendants of rural
communities, collected through interviews, offer a personal perspective on traditional labor practices and
women’s contributions in agricultural and craft production.

Secondary sources such as scholarly books, journal articles, and ethnographic studies provide contextual
knowledge of the economic history of Rajasthan and the broader Indian subcontinent. Thematic analysis
is used to categorize the data into key economic sectors: agriculture, handicrafts, and livestock rearing,
while gendered analysis is applied to assess the impact of colonial policies on women’s economic roles.

WOMEN’S ROLE IN THE RURAL ECONOMY

The rural economy of Western Rajasthan in the 19th century was predominantly agrarian, with agriculture
being the cornerstone of local livelihoods. Women’s contributions to the agricultural sector, along with
their involvement in cottage industries and livestock rearing, were indispensable to the survival of their
communities.

AGRICULTURAL LABOR

In the agricultural sector, women were involved in nearly every stage of crop production, despite often
lacking direct access to land or resources. Pre-sowing activities were labor-intensive tasks that required
considerable physical endurance. Women were responsible for clearing debris, preparing the soil, and
plowing the fields alongside men. Their expertise in seed selection ensured the quality of the crops, and
they were often the ones to decide which varieties would be planted based on experience and
environmental knowledge.

During sowing and weeding, women worked in groups to manage the workload efficiently. These
activities were vital for maintaining soil fertility and ensuring the growth of crops. Harvesting, threshing,
and storing the harvested crops were also primarily women’s responsibilities, requiring long hours of
work to guarantee food security for the family and the village. Post-harvest activities such as threshing,
winnowing, and grain storage were crucial for preserving the harvest for the coming months.

HANDICRAFTS AND COTTAGE INDUSTRIES

Women’s involvement in handicrafts was another significant aspect of the rural economy. Textiles were
among the most important cottage industries, with women involved in spinning, weaving, and dyeing.
Bandhani and block-printed textiles from Western Rajasthan gained regional recognition, and women
were crucial in producing these high-quality fabrics. Women from various caste communities specialized
in different forms of textile production, with lower-caste women often contributing significantly to the
production of textiles that were traded in neighboring regions.
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Embroidery and decorative arts were another area where women made substantial contributions. The
Meghwal community, in particular, was known for its intricate embroidery, mirror work, and applique,
which were used for local consumption and traded in regional markets. This industry provided women
with a crucial source of income, even though their work was often undervalued and underpaid due to
caste-based social hierarchies.

In regions like Sambhar, salt extraction became an important industry for women, particularly for lower-
caste women. The physically demanding work of extracting and processing salt became a vital source of
income for women and contributed to the local economy. However, like other industries, the colonial
economy's emphasis on industrial goods and external trade led to the decline of many traditional crafts
and industries, reducing women’s economic opportunities.

LIVESTOCK REARING AND DAIRY ECONOMY

Livestock rearing was another significant component of the rural economy. Women were responsible for
managing cattle and camels, ensuring their health and productivity. They fed, grazed, and provided
medical care for livestock, essential for the household’s livelihood. The dairy economy was also largely
women’s domain. Milk was processed into ghee, curd, and buttermilk, which were used for both
household consumption and barter within the local market. This was especially important in a region
where agricultural production was often unpredictable due to harsh climatic conditions.

Wool processing was another task traditionally managed by women. The preparation of wool for weaving
and the tanning of leather for tools were essential activities that contributed to the regional economy.
Women were at the heart of these industries, ensuring that the raw materials produced by livestock were
transformed into useful goods for local and regional consumption.

SOCIOCULTURAL STRUCTURES AND GENDERED LABOR

The economic activities of women in Western Rajasthan were shaped by the patriarchal sociocultural
structures that defined the region. While women’s labor was indispensable to the rural economy, they
operated within a system that limited their access to resources and power. Patriarchal norms restricted
women’s mobility, decision-making, and access to land and credit, which were critical for economic
independence.

Despite these constraints, women exercised significant agency in subtle ways. They were responsible for
managing household finances, often determining how the family’s income was spent and allocating
resources to ensure the household’s survival. Women also formed informal labor networks, which
enabled them to share resources and labor, especially during peak agricultural seasons or in times of
crisis. These networks allowed women to navigate economic challenges and exert influence within their
communities, even in the absence of formal economic or political power.

IMPACT OF COLONIAL POLICIES
Colonial policies in the 19th century had a profound effect on the rural economy of Western Rajasthan,
particularly concerning women’s economic roles.

LAND REVENUE SYSTEMS
The introduction of British colonial land revenue systems, such as the Permanent Settlement and the
Mahalwari System, disrupted traditional land ownership patterns and excluded women from formal land
ownership. In many cases, women lost their access to communal grazing lands and water resources,
which were vital for their families’ survival. This shift not only marginalized women economically but
also eroded their traditional roles in managing land-based resources.
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DECLINE OF HANDICRAFTS

Colonial policies that promoted industrial goods over indigenous products led to the decline of traditional
handicrafts. Women, who were crucial in the production of textiles, embroidery, and handicrafts, found
themselves displaced by the influx of British manufactured goods. As traditional industries collapsed,
women’s economic opportunities were severely diminished, and many were forced into less secure and
less remunerative forms of labor.

MIGRATION AND LABOR REDISTRIBUTION
Colonial infrastructure projects, such as the construction of railways and roads, led to male outmigration,
which left women to shoulder additional agricultural responsibilities. This redistribution of labor further
entrenched gendered inequalities, as women were expected to take on the tasks left behind by men
without commensurate recognition or compensation.

DISCUSSION AND CONCLUSION

Women in Western Rajasthan played a crucial role in sustaining the rural economy during the 19th
century, contributing significantly to agriculture, handicrafts, and livestock management. Their labor
ensured the survival and prosperity of their communities, yet their economic agency was constrained by
both colonial policies and patriarchal structures. While the colonial period disrupted many of these
traditional labor practices, women’s resilience in adapting to changing conditions demonstrated their vital
role in economic life.

By revisiting the history of rural Rajasthan through a gendered lens, this research underscores the
importance of recognizing women’s economic contributions in historical narratives. Future scholarship
should continue to explore how women in rural economies navigated colonialism and patriarchy to assert
their agency and resilience.
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