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Women’s empowerment through employment is not a new focus for international financial
institutions and development agencies. It was also among the objectives of the ‘structural
adjustment’ programmes introduced by the International Monetary Fund (IMF) and World
Bank (WB) in the Global South during the 1970s (Campbell 2010). As many scholars point
out, these initiatives had massive implications for women’s labour (Federici 2004, 2018;
Mies 1986; Standing 1999). In particular, these programmes contributed to the increasing
commodification of women’s labour; “new forms of primitive accumulation”; creation of an
unprotected labour force; and a new sexual division of labour that further subordinated
women (Federici 2004: 12; 2018).

In agrarian economies, these policy shifts significantly changed rural production systems, and the
relationship between women’s labour and capital, with feminisation of labour and by the gender-
segregated identification of both women’s work and labour (Sen 1999). New avenues for women’s
employment opened, not limited to export manufacturing alone. In the agricultural sector, women
were employed in “large-scale export-oriented cash crop production” in plantations, as unpaid family
workers in small-scale peasant units and cooperatives, and as casual labourers in agricultural
companies (Mies 1986: 115).

In this contribution [1], I discuss the changes in women’s waged labour in Sri Lanka following the
liberalisation of the economy in 1978 and the introduction of structural adjustment reforms. Taking
a case study from Monaragala district, I will look at the commodification of women’s labour in
agriculture, and the exploitative nature of that labour.

‘Contributing Family Worker’

Women’s contribution to the agricultural economy in most countries is under-represented,
unrecognised, and not valued in national income accounting (Mies 1986: 115). Despite the crucial
role played by women in subsistence production, which is women producing food for their
consumption at home, they are categorised mainly as “dependents”. If we take Sri Lanka for an
example, women’s contribution to agriculture is mainly classified as “Contributing Family Worker”.
In 2020, women comprised 76.61% of all those in this category (Department of Census and Statistics
2021: 78).

In Monaragala district, agriculture is still the primary source of livelihood. Even today, women
farmers are engaged in chena cultivation and home gardening, as an essential aspect of women’s
subsistence economy and social reproduction activities. In contrast, male farmers associate
themselves more with paddy cultivation, which requires land ownership and access to seeds, water,
fertiliser, etc. As witnessed during fieldwork and as noted by government officials, farmers, and
activists, men concentrate on economic profitability and hence their cultivation tends to depend
heavily on agrochemicals; while women engage in subsistence farming using agroecological
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practices, with better use of the natural environment and lesser impact on natural resources.

Monaragala was one of the first districts subjected to foreign capital investment under a State-
sponsored agrarian development programme in the early 1980s. Under IMF and WB funding, an
Agricultural Promotion Zone (APZ) was introduced as part of these reforms (Shanmugaratnam 1987;
Gunasinghe 1986, 2011; Karunan 1992), which provided incentives for private investors. The
establishment of the APZs led to the expansion of agricultural industries and investment of private
capital in the district, first by Booker International, followed by Mehta International, and H.V.A.
International Ltd., which led to the establishment of three sugar companies, including the Pelwatte
Sugar Company (PSC) (Karunan 1992). Thirty years since, up till now, we see more agribusiness
operations (with State patronage) in these areas, targeting both the export industry and local
markets.

Pelwatte Sugar Company, the largest manufacturer in the country, was set up in 1984 with the
investment of Booker Agriculture International Ltd., a British-owned transnational company. Booker
was granted a 10-year tax holiday, duty-free machinery imports facilities, and an income tax
exemption (Karunan 1992).

In the early 1980s, the sugar companies took over people’s customary lands, and State lands
previously accessible to villagers, to set up sugar plantations and factories. These led to the clearing
of cultivated land and forest land (Karunan 1992). As a result, formerly independent farmers became
wage labourers in plots of land allocated to them by the sugar company as “out grower farmers”.
The farmers cultivate on land leased or owned by the company, and sell their produce to the
company, at a price determined by the buyer. These contributed to changes in the traditional
lifestyle of the people based on chena and paddy cultivation, and led to an increase in the
proletarianisation and commodification of labour (Gunewardena 2010).

Women’s Waged Labour

In this context, and in the absence of livelihood alternatives, women started being employed as daily
wage earners by the Pelwatte Sugar Company. This ‘choice’ of plantation agriculture, was despite its
long hours, poor working conditions, and low wages, without social protection for casual workers.
Even though the contribution of women is crucial for the industry, they are categorised as unskilled,
unproductive and secondary labour, subordinated to male control. The new commodification of
labour has also created new gender-stratified labour hierarchies, leading to the creation of new
forms of gender disparities centring on the sugar industry (Gunewardena 2010).

In 2021 there was a policy decision to absorb workers who had worked for more than five years
without taking leave into the permanent workforce (interview with a worker, 17 July 2022). As
reported by the management, this was done as a means of sorting out issues faced by workers and to
motivate them (Kirinde 2022; Ali Ahalam 2021). During my fieldwork, I met a woman who having
worked at Pelwatte for more than 15 years, had only been made permanent in 2021. When she
started employment in 2007, she had received around LKR160 as a daily wage. According to her, the
only change in becoming permanent is she can now go on no-pay leave, while earlier, if she missed
three workdays in a week, she would lose her job. Permanent workers are also entitled to medical
leave and benefits which non-permanent workers are not. There had been workers in the same
employment for more than 22 years, whom the company had not made permanent until this policy
decision.

Initially, the daily wage at the Pelwatte Sugar Company (PSC) was LKR33. As of November 2022, it
is LKR1200. The increase over time is a result of workers’ struggles. In the current economic crisis,
the PSC worker I spoke to said that she could not survive on her salary alone. So, on Sundays, she



works as a daily wage worker elsewhere. Also, with the fuel shortage during the time of the
interview, the Company was not transporting workers to the plantation. While the permanent
workers received a basic salary of LKR19,000 even when they could not report to work due to
transport issues, non-permanent workers who had no guaranteed minimum salary were having to
find some way of getting to work – to retain their employment, and secure an income for the day.
This in general shows the precariousness of non-permanent employment, and the disparity between
the two types of employment.

New Multinationals and the Continuation of Precarity

Over time, new multinational companies such as Dole, a large-scale agricultural company producing
bananas for both the local and foreign markets, have been set up in Monaragala. There are also a
few local companies like Nelna present in the area. Companies such as Dole have been complicit in
many issues such as land grabbing and labour rights violations (Sanjeeva 2016a, 2016b, 2016c).

Women in the area find employment in these companies due to poverty, conditioned by the lack of
access to resources such as land. These companies employ women as agency-hired employees,
which means in-sourced labour, which is a precarious form of employment. They are paid every
other week, based on their attendance. Labour rights violations and non-payment of Employees
Provident Fund and Employees Trust Fund statutory dues by manpower agencies have been
reported in the past (interview with Padma [2], 9 December 2018). These precarious working
contexts where labour protection mechanisms are lacking, are a means used by corporate capital to
lower the real wage, save production costs, and weaken trade unions (Mies 1986).

Even though women are employed and draw a wage from agricultural production, they are still in
poverty. The women interviewed believe that this is because it is outsiders, as the owners of the
companies, who are reaping the benefits of these industries, whereas the locals are exploited. They
are also left to deal with the repercussions of this kind of production, such as environmental
destruction and chronic kidney disease of an unknown aetiology (CKDu). The women I have been
speaking to over the years identify these as their legacies from the entry of corporate capital into
their communities. As alternatives and to avoid these types of labour exploitation, women in these
villages are promoting agroecological farming and collective marketing, which also contribute to
community and environmental stability (Gibson-Graham & Dombroski 2020).
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Footnotes

[1] This article develops a presentation made by the author at a seminar on ‘Understanding
Women and Labour in the Current Crisis’ organised by the Department of Sociology, University of
Colombo, on 10 August 2022.

[2] Pseudonyms are used to protect anonymity and confidentiality of informants.


