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ABSTRACT  
The tea tribe community of Assam has resided in the 

state since the discovery of tea nearly 170 years ago. 

Migrated from the Chotanagpur region under the 

imperial British administration to work on Assam’s 

tea plantations, young women were preferentially 

recruited, as they were believed to pluck tea leaves 

more efficiently. They endured severe exploitation, 

and despite independence and policy interventions, 

the community has experienced limited 

socioeconomic advancement and continues to face 

structural marginalisation. In recent times, women of 

Upper Assam’s tea communities have increasingly 

adopted alternative livelihood strategies, enabling 

new forms of financial empowerment both within and 

beyond the historically exploitative labour regimes 

with indigenous microfinancing method such the 

hundi system, providing important social safety nets. 

Women are no longer confined solely to tea-leaf 

plucking and have begun engaging in work across 

other sectors. However, such narratives of 

empowerment remain constrained by deeply 

entrenched patriarchal norms that limit broader social 

mobility. Although prior studies focus on the tea 

communities’ struggles for identity and colonial 

impact on their development, the evolving economic 

roles of tea tribe women and the challenges they face 

remain underexplored. Focusing on the tea 

community in Naphuk village in Charaideo District, 

this study examines the paradoxical coexistence of 

growing economic participation and persistent social 

constraints. The research draws from primary and 

secondary sources. Primary data consist of semi-

structured interviews of 20 tea tribe women and girls 

in the coolie lines at Naphuk, selected through 

random sampling, analysed thematically. Secondary 

data comprise grey literature on the marginalisation 

of tea tribe women. Findings reveal how male-

dominated societal norms, conservative beliefs, 

historical role structures, liquor addiction shape 

women’s decisions and opportunities.  

This research contributes to understanding the 

intersection of gender, labour, and socioeconomic 

empowerment in marginalized communities. By 

highlighting the challenges and strategies of tea tribe 

women, it informs policymaking, gender-inclusive 

development programs, and broader discourses on 

social justice, equity, and sustainable empowerment.  

 

Key words: tea tribe women, economic 

diversification, social mobility, feminist study, 

patriarchy.  

  

I. INTRODUCTION 
The discovery of tea growing in the wild in 

the Brahmaputra valley by the Scottish adventurer 

Robert Bruce in 1823 with the help of the Singpho 

tribe was the beginning of the establishment of tea 

industry in Assam which marked a new chapter of 

imperial administration in the region. The British 

colonial government stopped relying on China for tea 

trade and started building ‘imperial gardens’ in 

Assam. In 1837 the first tea garden was established 

in Dibrugarh district and by 1840 the Assam Tea 

Company started producing commercially. Tea 

cultivation expanded rapidly and brought large 

colonial revenues. Apart from the economic gains, 

socially it reshaped the demographic milieu of Assam 

and created a host of local and migratory people 

contesting and negotiating with their identities 

(Sharma, 2011). About 172 years old Assam tea is 

producing 70 million kilograms of tea annually which 

is presently marketed and consumed globally. Recent 

Free Trade Agreement between India and European 

Union is expected to enhance the prospects of tea 

exports. However, the force behind the laborious and 

tedious production of tea remains covert.   

 

Recruitment and Exploitation of Labour  

The British were of the view that the natives 

of Assam were lazy and didn’t have the zeal to work 

in the labour-intensive tea gardens. The local Bodo-

Kachari tribes preferred cultivating their own land 

and were unwilling to do wage labour. This 

compelled the British administration to look for 

labourers outside the region and employ a group who 

were suitable for hard physical tasks. With the 

creation of a central recruiting body the Tea District 

Labour Association, labourers started to be recruited 

from mid nineteenth. The planters first recruited 
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Chinese labourers from Singapore which failed due 

to clashes with the locals. Thereafter, they started 

recruiting labourers from the indigenous tribes of the 

Chotanagpur region of India namely states of West 

Bengal, Bihar, Orissa, and other central provinces (S. 

S & Gogoi, 2021). The tribesmen were forcibly 

removed from their traditional habitat and earlier 

modes of production and relocated to the tea 

plantations of Assam, where they were confined 

under conditions resembling concentration camps 

and housed in segregated ‘coolie’ lines. Because of 

the peculiarity of the tea industry, men, women and 

children were hired to do the most arduous work. Fear 

was institutionalised as the primary mechanism of 

labour control. Personal violence against labourers 

was routine, with flogging, beatings, and other forms 

of physical torture widely employed by planters as 

‘effective’ disciplinary measures (Gupta, 1986). The 

legacies of this prolonged history of coercion, 

discrimination, and systematic underdevelopment are 

not confined to the colonial past but continue to be 

materially and spatially reflected in the contemporary 

conditions of the coolie lines.  

 

Feminisation of Tea Labour  

Another distinctive feature of the tea 

industry is its pronounced feminisation. Colonial 

planters deliberately preferred women and children as 

labourers, as the primary ‘skill’ associated with tea 

plantations was constructed as inherently feminine. 

The nimble and delicate fingers of women and 

children were considered ideally suited to the precise 

task of leaf plucking. As a result, tea plantations 

emerged as one of the few ‘modern’ industries in 

colonial India that consistently employed a higher 

proportion of women than men (Sen, 2002) (S. S & 

Gogoi, 2021).  

(Sen, 2002) points out that,   

“In the 1920s and 1930s, when women's proportions 

were declining in most factories and mines, their 

share in plantation labour remained assured” 

(Banerjee, 1989).  

  

Socio-Economic Marginalisation of Tea Tribe 

Communities and Economic Strategies  

Thus, the tea labourers, commonly referred 

to as the tea tribe population, have long been 

embedded in Assam’s social fabric. Nearly 170 years 

after their migration, and despite multiple 

development policies and government initiatives 

aimed at their upliftment, the community continues to 

experience significant socio-economic 

marginalisation. Employment in tea gardens remains 

their primary livelihood. Labour within the 

plantations is organised into permanent and casual 

categories: permanent workers receive benefits such 

as housing, medical care, and job security, while 

casual workers are employed mainly during the peak 

season (April–November) without formal benefits, 

job security and employed at lower wages. During the 

off-season, many casual labourers seek alternative 

employment outside the tea estates, primarily in brick 

kilns, domestic work, and construction.   

In these circumstances, the tea tribe women 

have started economic diversification, and more 

financial inclusion working in different sectors and 

also engaging in indigenous microfinancing systems 

such as hundi for the economic security, stability and 

to run the households. The hundi system is an 

informal, collective micro-credit mechanism 

practiced among tea labourers. In this arrangement, 

labourers form small groups and contribute a fixed 

sum of money at regular intervals, most commonly 

on a monthly basis. The pooled amount is then 

allocated to one member of the group, typically based 

on immediate financial need or collective consensus. 

The process is repeated each cycle, with different 

members receiving the funds in turn all members 

have benefited. Operating outside formal financial 

institutions, the hundi system resembles a rotating 

savings and credit association and serves as an 

important source of micro-credit for tea labourers 

facing limited access to banking and institutional 

finance. Grounded in mutual trust and social 

reciprocity, the system enables participants to 

manage household expenditures, respond to financial 

emergencies, and reduce dependence on exploitative 

credit sources. The women tea labourers engage 

actively in hundi system and calls it hundi khel 

(game) which has contributed meaningfully to their 

economic needs.   

 

Women’s Empowerment and Social Constraints  

The tea tribe women have been seeking 

economic independence despite that; they cannot be 

explained to be empowered. The European Institute 

for Gender Equality describes empowerment of 

women as a ‘process by which women gain power 

and control over their own lives and acquire ability to 

make strategic choices’. It explains women 

empowerment as encompassing autonomy and 

decision making, agency capturing self-worth, 

choice, self determination and capacity to influence 

social change to foster equitable social and economic 

order (ibid). However, there are instances of socio-

economic marginalisation of the tea tribe community 

despite development policies and government 

schemes, as reflected in low literacy levels 

accounting to 22%, high school dropout rates, early 

marriage, vulnerability to domestic violence, sexual 
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harassments and limited representation in broader 

social, economic, and political spheres (Barua, 2025). 

In this context, it becomes crucial to examine and 

understand the factors constraining their social 

mobility. Therefore, the objective of the study is to 

examine the paradoxical coexistence of growing 

economic participation and persistent social 

constraints.   

   

II. REVIEW OF LITERATURE 
There are historical accounts of how the tea 

tribe community was incorporated into the social 

fabric of Assamese society. Sharma’s Empire’s 

Garden examines the isolation and poor social 

conditions of tea labourers through the lens of their 

racialized construction by local Assamese elites. The 

work traces the elitist reconfiguration of migrant 

“coolies” in response to changing nationalist contexts 

and explores various attempts to address these 

challenges (Sharma, 2011).  

Several studies interrogate the colonial 

origins of plantation labour, including the indenture 

system, coercive recruitment practices, and the 

creation of captive labour forces. They also examine 

how these systems of injustice continue to shape the 

present spatial isolation of tea tribe communities. 

Gupta highlights how colonial commercialization, 

exemplified by the Zamindari system, constrained 

tribal societies in the eastern and central parts of the 

country. This process led to the alienation of tribal 

lands, the decay of tribal agrarian economies, soil 

erosion, and deforestation, thereby impoverishing 

tribal populations and creating a large reservoir of 

cheap labour in these regions. Consequently, 

labourers were recruited from these areas and 

transferred to the tea districts of Assam. (Gupta, 

1986) The author further explains how these 

tribesmen were subjected to abuse and segregated 

into “coolie lines,” physically separated from the 

local Assamese population. He argues that capitalist 

mechanisms of control such as low wages combined 

with the maintenance of a non-capitalist subsistence 

economy that sustained peasant growth created a dual 

dependency of labourers on both systems. This 

structure led to intense exploitation of women 

labourers and the semiproletarianization of the 

workforce (ibid). It elucidates the colonial system of 

exploitation and entrenched structural inequalities 

that continue to shape the lived realities of present-

day tea tribe communities.   

Because of the prolonged injustice and 

discrimination meted out to them, these tribal 

communities have struggled with not only issues of 

marginalisation but also identity crises. A rising 

‘Adivasi consciousness’ among them has been a 

larger chunk of scholarly studies, where the term 

Adivasi refers to the descendants of indentured 

labourers. Despite contributions to Assam’s 

economy, they continue to face ‘othering’ and 

alienation within the mainstream  

Assamese and indigenous tribal narratives. 

Studies have highlighted how mobilisation for 

Scheduled Tribe recognition in Indian Constitution 

embodies a broader quest for dignity, rights and 

equitable inclusion (S. S & Gogoi, 2021) (Misra, 

2007) (Gohain, 2007). It has been reported the tea 

tribe communities’ battle with identity demanding 

constitutional safeguards under the category of 

Scheduled Tribes is also an expression of how the 

term ‘tea tribe’ carrying colonial connotation 

disregards their culture, heritage and history (Niyogi, 

2025).  

Amidst these ongoing discourses, the 

Government of Assam has introduced a series of 

developmental and welfare policies aimed at the 

socio-economic upliftment of the tea tribe 

community. Since 1983, the Directorate for Welfare 

of Tea and Ex-Tea Garden Tribes has implemented 

diverse initiatives, including the expansion of 

educational infrastructure, community development 

programmes, family welfare and family planning 

schemes, and targeted financial assistance. In recent 

years, state interventions have increasingly 

emphasised direct financial support and structural 

inclusion. Schemes such as Mukhya Mantrir Eti Kuli 

Duti Paat, which extends financial aid across 

hundreds of tea gardens, the provision of land and 

asset rights to transform tea workers into asset 

holders, and the enforcement of a 3% reservation for 

tea tribes in government employment collectively 

signal a policy shift toward enhancing economic 

security, social mobility, and institutional 

representation for the community. To project an ethos 

of inclusivity, cultural pride, and social cohesion, the 

Government of Assam organised Jhumoir Binandini 

2025, a large-scale cultural celebration of Jhumoir, 

the traditional folk dance of the tea tribe community, 

marking two centuries of the tea industry in Assam. 

Framed as a commemorative and integrative 

initiative, the event sought to symbolically 

acknowledge the historical contribution of tea 

communities to the region’s socioeconomic 

development. However, despite the performative 

emphasis on recognition and unity, such policy 

interventions and cultural spectacles tend to obscure 

the persistent structural vulnerabilities of women tea 

labourers, whose specific welfare concerns often 

remain inadequately addressed within broader 

developmental frameworks.  
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Sen argues that debates surrounding 

women’s consent in the recruitment of labour for 

Assam’s tea plantations revealed contradictions not 

only within the colonial labour system but also within 

entrenched patriarchal structures. As discussed 

earlier, the tea industry’s association with “feminine” 

skills led to a growing demand for women labourers, 

who were perceived not merely as workers but also 

as reproductive agents essential to sustaining the 

labour force. However, women’s migration posed a 

significant challenge, as prevailing patriarchal norms 

restricted their mobility. Women rarely migrated 

independently, and those who did were often viewed 

as transgressing familial authority and social 

expectations. Consequently, the question of women’s 

consent became highly contentious, emerging as a 

deeply political issue shaped by both colonial labour 

demands and patriarchal control (Sen, 2002). These 

historical dynamics continue to resonate in the 

present, where, despite processes of economic 

diversification, social mobility among women in tea 

tribe communities remains limited.  

 

III. STATEMENT OF THE PROBLEM 
Government policies may be seen as 

reflecting utilitarian principles, albeit not in their 

purest form, as they aim to maximize aggregate 

welfare and promote the greatest good for the tea 

tribe population. While these policies are also framed 

within discourses of rights, justice, and equality, they 

are not entirely utilitarian in orientation. 

Nevertheless, their implementation has often resulted 

in the marginalization of women tea labourers, 

indicating a gap between policy intent and lived 

realities. Such policies frequently lack an analytical 

lens grounded in the experiences and perspectives of 

the community itself. This limitation underscores the 

need for a feminist approach that critically examines 

intra-community power relations and foregrounds the 

voices and agency of women. In this context, it is 

essential to foreground the concept of empowerment 

as a central analytical category. Naila Kabeer 

conceptualizes empowerment from a feminist 

perspective, emphasizing its role in advancing gender 

equality. The author highlights the importance of a 

“power within,” rooted in self-awareness and critical 

consciousness, which enables women to challenge 

and transform gendered inequalities within both the 

household and the wider community (Kabeer, 1999). 

Similarly, Jane Parpart underscores the need to 

understand empowerment as a context-specific and 

locally grounded process, attentive to the diverse and 

gendered experiences of women across different 

social settings (Parpart, 2024).  

Building on these perspectives, this research 

seeks to examine why the social mobility of tea tribe 

women remains constrained despite their increasing 

economic diversification beyond the tea plantation 

economy. It specifically asks: what social, cultural, 

and institutional factors inhibit the translation of 

economic participation into meaningful 

empowerment for tea tribe women?  

   

IV. METHODOLOGY 
This study is situated within the 

interpretivist research paradigm, which is concerned 

with understanding social reality as it is subjectively 

experienced and interpreted by social actors. Rather 

than assuming a single, objective reality, 

interpretivism recognises that meanings are socially 

constructed and shaped by participants lived 

experiences, cultural contexts, and power relations 

(Creswell & Creswell, 2018). Accordingly, this 

paradigm is particularly suited to exploring how tea 

tribe women and girls perceive, negotiate, and make 

sense of empowerment, mobility, work, and gendered 

constraints in their everyday lives.   

The study adopts a qualitative research 

design, which allows for in-depth engagement with 

participants’ experiences, meanings, and social 

worlds.  The study is informed by a grounded theory 

approach, as it allows the study to remain 

theoretically open to emergent patterns, unexpected 

narratives, and locally specific meanings of 

empowerment that may not align with dominant 

feminist or development frameworks.  

The empirical fieldwork is conducted 

among tea tribe women and girls aged 13 to 50 years 

residing in Naphuk Village in Charaideo district of 

Assam. This age range enables the study to capture 

intergenerational perspectives on work, education, 

mobility, and aspirations, ranging from adolescent 

girls negotiating schooling and early responsibilities 

to adult women navigating paid labour, household 

roles, and community norms. Focusing on a single 

village allows for a deep, context-sensitive analysis 

of everyday social relations, labour practices, and 

gendered expectations within a specific plantation-

linked setting, while also generating insights that 

speak to broader debates on women’s empowerment 

in plantation economies and postcolonial 

development contexts.  

Primary data for this study were generated 

through 20 semi-structured, in-depth interviews 

conducted during fieldwork in Naphuk Village, 

Charaideo district, Assam. Participants were selected 

through random sampling from Naphuk coolie lines, 

ensuring a degree of heterogeneity in age, marital 

status, and occupational engagement among tea tribe 
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women and girls. Ethical considerations such as 

informed consent, confidentiality, and anonymity 

were maintained throughout the fieldwork, with 

sensitivity to interviewing adolescent participants.  

In addition to primary data, the study draws 

on secondary sources of grey literature, including 

newspaper editorials, blog posts, government reports, 

and relevant policy documents. These materials were 

used to contextualise the field-level findings within 

broader public discourses and policy frameworks 

surrounding tea labour, women’s employment, 

welfare provisioning, and development interventions 

in Assam. The inclusion of grey literature allows the 

study to engage with contemporary debates, 

advocacy narratives, and institutional framings that 

may not yet be fully captured in peer-reviewed 

academic literature, thereby situating participants 

lived experiences within wider socio-political 

conversations.  

Data analysis was conducted using thematic 

analysis, involving systematic and iterative coding of 

interview transcripts and field notes. The analysis 

proceeded through multiple stages: initial open 

coding to identify recurrent ideas and meanings in 

participants’ narratives, followed by axial coding to 

group related codes into broader categories, and 

finally thematic development, where analytically 

coherent themes were generated to capture key 

patterns across the dataset. Coding was undertaken 

manually to allow for close engagement with the data 

and to retain sensitivity to context, tone, and narrative 

nuance.   

  

V. FINDINGS AND DISCUSSIONS 
The main theme drawn from the data is Patriarchal 

Norms in Everyday Lives which has been analysed 

through 3 clusters categorised as A, B, C which again 

has different themes within.   

  

  
Cluster A: Normative and Ideological Controls  

• Historical role structures- While the tea 

estate sector provides substantial 

employment to women, the majority are 

engaged as temporary or casual workers, 

rendering them ineligible for several welfare 

provisions under the Plantation Labour Act 

of 1951. The tea plantation economy in 

Assam is characterised by a deeply 

gendered division of labour, wherein tasks 

such as tea plucking are feminised, 

undervalued, and constructed as low-

skilled. Such gendered framings legitimise 

wage differentials and sustain women’s 

marginal positioning within workplace 

hierarchies. Despite forming the 

numerical majority of the workforce, 

women remain largely excluded from 

supervisory and managerial positions 

and are frequently paid less than their 

male counterparts for comparable work 

(Hazarika, 2025). These practices reproduce 

and normalise structural inequalities 

embedded within contemporary labour 
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relations. Furthermore, although legal 

frameworks such as the Plantation Labour 

Act (1951) and the Minimum Wages Act 

(1948) formally exist, their enforcement 

within Assam’s tea industry remains 

severely inadequate (Hazarika, 2025). As a 

result, wage discrimination continues both 

overtly and subtly, shaped by asymmetrical 

power relations between plantation 

management and workers.  

• Community regulations of marriage and 

women’s choice- Beyond the workplace, 

women’s autonomy is tightly regulated 

through community norms governing 

marriage, kinship, and social belonging. 

Marriage, particularly outside the 

community, is not merely a personal 

decision but a matter of communal 

regulation, where women’s bodies and 

relationships become sites for preserving 

social boundaries, cultural continuity, and 

moral order. The threat of ostracism and 

social exclusion functions as a powerful 

mechanism of control, compelling women 

to conform to prescribed norms even when 

they may conflict with individual 

aspirations or desires. A participant in early 

20s said, “We have to listen to our society 

meetings and elders… If we marry an 

outsider, our family will be ostracised from 

the community. But if we follow the rules 

and rituals and pay the required fees for 

marrying an outsider, we will be 

accommodated.” This highlights how social 

empowerment is constrained by moral 

economies of respectability, where 

women’s compliance with community 

norms becomes a prerequisite for continued 

social inclusion. Even when formal “rules” 

allow certain transgressions (such as 

marrying an outsider after paying fees and 

performing rituals), these accommodations 

underscore the conditional nature of 

women’s agency, which remains mediated 

by patriarchal authority and collective 

approval.  

• Conservative beliefs- The persistence of 

conservative beliefs and supernatural 

explanations further shapes women’s 

interpretations of their own life choices and 

vulnerabilities. Culturally available 

frameworks make sense of emotionally 

complex or socially stigmatised decisions. A 

participant in her 50s is the second wife of 

her husband while his first wife is alive and 

her reasoning for marrying him was 

established as “Despite him being married, 

I married him… because of black magic.” 

Such narratives do not merely indicate 

individual belief but point to the 

internalisation of social constraint, where 

women’s agency is reframed through idioms 

of fate, compulsion, or supernatural 

influence. The invocation of “black magic” 

can thus be read as both a coping mechanism 

and a reflection of the limited discursive 

space available to women for expressing 

agency in contexts marked by stigma, moral 

regulation, and patriarchal norms.  

  

Cluster B: Everyday Practices of Control and 

Harm  

• Normalisation of Domestic Violence- As 

one the participant said, “We Adivasi women 

are tough. I have seen women, clad in blood 

after being beaten by their husbands, still 

going to pluck tea leaves without 

complaint.”, reflecting deep normalisation 

of domestic violence within everyday life. 

The framing of women as “tough” reflects a 

culturally valorised narrative of endurance 

and resilience, where the capacity to 

withstand violence and continue productive 

labour is perceived as a marker of strength. 

While such narratives acknowledge 

women’s resilience, they also inadvertently 

legitimise suffering by situating violence as 

an expected and unremarkable part of 

women’s lives. This normalisation can be 

understood as emerging from intersecting 

pressures of economic necessity, patriarchal 

norms, and limited institutional support. 

Women’s need to continue working despite 

injury reflects the precarious nature of 

plantation labour, where missing a day’s 

work can have immediate consequences for 

household survival. The absence of 

accessible support mechanisms, such as 

effective legal recourse, community 

accountability structures, or safe shelters, 

further constrains women’s ability to 

challenge domestic violence. As a result, 

violence becomes privatised and 

internalised, treated as a personal 

misfortune rather than a social injustice, 

thereby undermining women’s claims to 

bodily integrity and dignity.  

• Liquor addiction- The narrative from an 

elderly participant- “I make and sell haariya 

(alcohol) because I need to run the 
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household in the off season” highlights the 

role of liquor production and 

consumption within the local political 

economy of survival. In plantation 

communities marked by seasonal 

employment and income insecurity,  

brewing and selling traditional alcohol 

becomes a gendered coping strategy for 

women seeking to sustain households 

during periods of reduced plantation work. 

This practice, however, exists within a 

contradictory terrain. While it provides a 

crucial source of supplementary income and 

economic agency, it also intersects with and 

potentially reinforces patterns of alcohol 

dependence among men, which are 

frequently linked to domestic conflict and 

violence. This reveals a tragic circularity: 

women engage in liquor-related 

livelihoods as a survival strategy in 

contexts of economic precarity, yet 

alcohol consumption within households 

and communities can exacerbate 

gendered vulnerabilities.   

Cluster C: Consequences for Women’s 

Agency  

• Gendered constraints on decision 

making- Women’s decision-making 

power is profoundly shaped by 

gendered expectations of care and 

sacrifice. Within plantation-linked 

households, women are routinely 

positioned as primary caregivers, 

responsible for managing illness, 

domestic labour, and emotional care, 

often in the absence of institutional 

support such as accessible healthcare, 

social security, or caregiving 

infrastructure. These care obligations 

constrain women’s ability to make 

autonomous choices regarding 

employment, mobility, participation in 

community life, or investment in their 

own well-being. A participant’s 

narrative “I had to look after my ill 

husband and couldn’t give attention to 

my children” underscore how women 

are frequently placed in impossible 

caregiving dilemmas under conditions 

of poverty and precarity. The trade-offs 

between neglecting children’s need 

while looking for an ill spouse limits 

women’s agency and has longterm 

implications for family well-being, 

reinforcing cycles of deprivation and 

emotional strain.  

• Low literacy and interrupted 

education among girls- Both 

secondary and primary data indicated 

how despite government’s education 

policies such as free and compulsory 

education, girls had to face 

discontinuity in education. An 

adolescent girls account- “My father 

passed away, my mother was addicted 

to liquor so I had to look after my 

siblings and couldn’t continue my 

schooling” highlights how household 

shocks and gendered expectations of 

care translate directly into educational 

discontinuities for girls. In contexts of 

economic vulnerability and familial 

instability, girls’ education is often the 

first to be sacrificed, as they are 

expected to assume caregiving and 

domestic responsibilities. The 

participant’s younger brother was going 

to a private school and was not 

expected to discontinue his education. 

This reflects a broader pattern of 

gendered prioritisation within 

households, where boys’ schooling is 

more likely to be protected, while girls’ 

educational trajectories remain fragile.  

  

VI. CONCLUSION 
Socially embedded beliefs and practices that 

privilege men and structure power relations in 

institutions, communities, and households, shaping 

everyday gender roles and expectations. These are 

enacted in daily life through practices such as 

domestic violence, alcohol-related harms, and 

community regulation of women’s choices, making 

structural power visible in lived experience. Despite 

long-term economic participation, women’s decision-

making power, mobility, and educational 

opportunities remain limited, restricting substantive 

empowerment.  

Meaningful empowerment requires 

transforming unequal social relations and power 

structures, not merely increasing number of 

educational institutions, women’s incomes or labour 

force participation or economic diversification. The 

study demonstrates that while women may earn 

incomes, they often continue to lack decision-making 

power within households, experience restricted social 

mobility, and remain vulnerable to violence. This 

highlights the gap between formal inclusion in the 

economy and substantive equality in everyday life. 
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By showing how women’s labour is absorbed into 

local and plantation-linked economies without 

altering patriarchal social relations, the study 

contributes to feminist political economy debates. It 

reveals how economic systems can rely on women’s 

work while leaving underlying gendered power 

structures intact, thereby reproducing inequality even 

in contexts of economic participation. The findings 

point to the limitations of development interventions 

that focus narrowly on income generation or 

employment. They underline the need for 

gendertransformative policies that address structural 

and social dimensions of inequality, including 

domestic violence, alcohol abuse, girls’ education, 

and restrictive community norms, if empowerment is 

to be meaningful and sustainable. In this context, the 

study suggests that policy interventions exhibit a 

predominantly utilitarian orientation, prioritizing 

aggregate socioeconomic upliftment within tea tribe 

communities. While state initiatives have sought to 

integrate these communities into broader frameworks 

of development and equality, such approaches often 

overlook the gendered structural inequalities 

embedded within the community. Consequently, 

there is a need to move beyond aggregate measures 

of development and adopt a feminist analytical lens 

that foregrounds intra-community disparities. This 

would enable the formulation of more nuanced, 

context-sensitive policies that address gendered 

inequalities at the grassroots level and facilitate more 

substantive forms of empowerment. Given that 

women have historically constituted the core of the 

plantation economy, it is imperative to equip them 

with the necessary resources and capabilities for 

empowerment. Such empowerment would enable 

them to challenge and transform entrenched 

patriarchal structures within their communities, 

thereby fostering greater agency and autonomy. In 

doing so, women can not only realize more 

substantive forms of empowerment but also 

contribute meaningfully to the broader socio-

economic development of both their communities 

and the state.  
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