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Source: Author’s Calculations 

The major world trends in case of female LFPR show that between 1995 and 

2015, the global female labour force participation rate decreased from 52.4% to 

49.6% (ILO,2016). This might lead us to question the results for the pooled data. 

However, it is interesting to note that economic growth hasn’t been constantly 

rising. This evidence suggests that the results of our study may in fact be true. 

The U-shaped curve may truly exist for the world economy as a whole. The 

curve may however be increasing at a diminishing rate. 

In order to study the relation between the two variables in the context of 

development, a regression on the varying income levels was carried out.  

Figure 3: Plotting the trendline for different income groups. 

 

Source: Author’s Calculations 
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The trend seen for high income countries was an upward sloping line, which 

is consistent with the hypothesis. Within the given time frame, developed 

countries should be witnessing an increase in the FLFP rate. for instance, 

since the end of the WWII, Denmark has moved from its traditional 

agriculture-based economy to an economy that is thriving in manufacturing. 

However, the service sector seems to be absorbing most of its labour force. 

Statistics show that in 2005, about 73% of the total labour force was in 

services. Furthermore, the official German micro census shows that female-

dominated sectors-health and social services, and education have grown 

substantially. Also, the increased participation of women in the labour force 

is primarily attributed to the increased level of education of women. 

However, the trend seen in low income countries seems to follow the same 

trajectory. This can be understood when the dominant sector in most of these 

economies is seen to be agriculture. The Kenyan informal sector is gaining more 

and more prominence as a source of obtaining employment and earning 

incomes. The formal sector is slackening and this is due to numerous causes. 

Among these are – the recession prevalent in the early 1990’s induced by the 

disagreeable weather conditions and an observed economic decline in the 

agricultural and manufacturing sectors which are the core of the Kenyan 

economy.  The fall in employment in the formal sector is followed by a rise in 

the employment by the informal sector. One of the significant features of the 

rise of the informal sector is that it comprises of a large number of female 

employees. Female labour is concentrated in unpaid family work, the agricultural 

and the informal sector. To be noted is also the fact that an upward trend 

observed in the case of female labour force participation is Kenya corresponds 

with a downward trend in the fertility rate during the same period. 

All the three factions of the middle-income group- low, middle and high, are 

seen to showcase a downward sloping trend. The reasons for countries not 

following the trend could also be attributed to the time period that was 

considered. In case of India, the major period in which the decline could be seen 

would have been the period of Green Revolution which was essentially in the 

1960’s. Also, another interesting case in point for India is that, the Indian 

economy has completely skipped the manufacturing stage in its economic 

transition. This however, cannot explain the reason for the decline in female 

LFPR in India.  
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and patterns used by Kashmiri society in order to gauge the behavior of women. 

Consequently, I will argue in favor of the need to see women beyond the narrow 

agency-victimhood binary. 

However, before debating the question of ‘agency of Kashmiri women’, the 

paper will advance four theoretical frameworks that will help in assessing the 

question of agency in the case studies. This will help arrive at a detailed analysis 

of the question of gender in conflict zones thereby formulating an alternative 

way to contest the dominant imagination of such women. 

 

LITERATURE REVIEW 

The first framework by Lipika Kamra (Kamra 2013), attempts to theorize agency 

by tracing two narratives of women from the Naxalite movement. These 

narratives exist as oral histories and autobiographies and convey to us the stories 

about the oppression faced by women in their everyday life. The experiences and 

stories of struggle faced by these women do not take place in vacuum, argues 

Lipika. Rather such struggles are located at the juncture wherein various 

structures of power (in the form of a state, a social structure complemented by 

a network of other relationships) intersect. Lipika argues that it is upon 

countering such discourses of power that agency emerges in the subject. The 

form of agency being argued for by Lipika is that of a non-Sovereign agency i.e. 

where we can identify certain acts of the individual as agentive even when they 

are not guided by an autonomous consciousness and instead are shaped by the 

structures and the discourse of power. Though the Naxalite movement involved 

the participation of women in its struggle, the share of women remained 

confined to supportive roles. Thereby, brushing aside the existing gender 

division. Therefore the subsequent position of women suffering from an existing 

patriarchal bias in the movement survived unchallenged. 

The second framework by Debarati Sen and Sarasij Majumder (Sen and 

Majumder 2015) explores the idea of agency and its exercise by women who 

creatively engage with the microcredit. In doing so, they are neither passive 

victims of nor willing participants in the microcredit1. While countering the risks 

                                                           
1 Micro-credit: It is the extension of very small loans to impoverished borrowers to help 
them become self-employed. It is designed to support entrepreneurship and alleviate 
poverty.  
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involved in the microcredit, not only do these rural women-borrowers face 

difficulties at the initial stage viz. trade and market but  also face much of the 

risk from the hegemonic patriarchal order. The existing hierarchical and 

patriarchal social structures place these women in a subordinated position 

through regulating and controlling the mobility, social interactions, work etc. of 

these rural women via the family and community. This kind of subordination 

eventually draws them mute and invisible in public spaces. However, by 

becoming active members of the micro credit self-help groups the women in 

this case study started questioning the gendered ideology of their community, 

making them outcasts (to an extent) as per the village’s social norms.  

The third framework, which engages with the relationship with agency, is by 

Partha Chatterjee (Chaterjee 2012). It tries to engage with and explore the idea 

of subaltern’s agency. Partha Chatterjee adopts an interesting and noteworthy 

mechanism of ‘negotiations’ between population groups and governmental 

agencies while expressing his idea of subaltern agency. Chatterjee finds this 

subaltern agency different from our conventional conceptualization of agency. 

Instead of viewing it as a revolutionary challenge to the structure of power, some 

heroic political action taken by the poor and the exploited or a sustained 

resistance to the oppressive and corrupt state machinery, Chatterjee’s subaltern’s 

agency centers on negotiated transactions between the government agencies and 

the target population groups over the distribution of governmental benefits. 

The last framework is by Ajay Gudavarthy (Gudavarthy 2012), which comes 

largely as a response to the conceptualization of subaltern’s agency framed by 

Chatterjee. Gudavarthy’s analysis of agency draws a major objection to 

Chatterjee’s idea of formulating agency. Gudavarthy’s contestation emerges 

from the question, ‘how can a subaltern exercising agency aim for such 

‘molecular’ change?’ Agreeing to the fact that the subaltern (of today) has to 

strive for basic strategies for everyday survival, his point of contestation is that 

one cannot call every survival strategy a potential act of resistance. For 

Gudavarthy, the subaltern’s struggle lies beyond the daily survival strategies 

because there is nothing revolutionary in resorting to a basic survival approach 

by the subaltern. The survival mechanism taken to by the subaltern Gudavarthy 

holds that such contextual negotiations should not be valorized as the only mode 

of popular politics because they are rooted in helplessness and in the larger 

inability of the subaltern to be able to subvert the oppressive structure. Hence, 

such strategies of the subaltern cannot make a claim for agency. Gudavarthy 

poses a question, ‘If such modes taken by the subaltern are supposed to be 
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utilized to build a case for subaltern’s resistance and agency, then what would 

then constitute a transformative event? Gudavarthy’s subaltern therefore is not 

one who constantly bargains and compromises on various planes or of not being 

conscious of how oppressive the structure is and how easily it exploits their 

negotiating abilities. He argues for the subaltern exercising its agency when the 

individual possesses a certain consciousness to understand the hegemonic 

structure and eventually rebel against it instead of reducing himself to an 

ordinary beneficiary of a mere negotiation. If the subaltern becomes a mere 

negotiator while interacting with the government agencies then there is a fear 

that the structure will eventually take over and regulate the behavior of the 

individual, thereby separating the individual from his agentive self. The 

individual because of his helplessness to understand the way the structure 

operates eventually submits to it, which is not an agentive act for Gudavarthy. 

This part of the paper will try to analyze the Kashmir conflict from the point of 

view of those who have been the worst affected i.e. the women. It is important 

to understand that women experience conflict differently, which makes it even 

more important to bring out women’s voices, in contrast to the male-dominated 

narratives. Through the narratives of these women, the question of, ‘how while 

taking to multiple experiences of living in the midst of a conflict, they transcend 

the various boundaries thereby exercising their agency’ will be analyzed.  

 

NARRATIVES OF RESISTANCE FROM THE CONFLICT 

No mention of the struggle faced by Kashmiri women is complete without 

mentioning the troubled history of mass rapes from Kunan poshpora, an 

infamous village from the Kupwara district.  Kunanposhpora incident occurred 

on 23 February 1993 when soldiers from the fourth Rajputana Rifles raided the 

village in order to conduct their insurgency operation. Using the alleged reason 

of a ‘search operation’, the army captured all the men in the village, where they 

interrogated and tortured them. Eventually the army breached into the houses 

and mass raped all the women. The army allegedly raped around 53 women at 

gunpoint that night. The village even today is known as the ‘village of raped women’. 

Facing the brute reality of pain and a loss of dignity because of being mass raped, 

the villagers suffered such a huge shock that they were numbed into thinking of 

any alternate course of action. It is because of such incidents in conflict zones 

that feelings of aggression, hate and alienation are instilled, primarily in men. 
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Up until today the men in this village conceal their aggression and anxiety about 

the incident. However, the internalization of conflict and the narrative of the 

women in such areas is more complex. While mentioning the incident of Kunan 

Poshpora, Kavita Suri (Suri 2011) says that on trying to talk to the women of 

this village, the words that greeted her were: 

             “You are not welcome here. Go away. We do not want to talk to you. 

People of your kind have been coming here since all these years, selling 

the plight of our daughters and making money… please go away, we 

will not talk to you.” 

The women of the sleepy hamlets of Kunan Poshpora after 25 years of the 

incident still suffer and live with the stigma of belonging to the ‘village of raped 

women’. An unusual attribute of these women is that they continue doing the daily 

chores of everyday life while pretending to be normal from the outside. Suri 

finds it difficult to conclude whether these women do it to live in a state of self-

denial or that these women are unwilling to acknowledge the reality of what 

happened to them out of fear of a complete breakdown of their lives. When 

such incidents take place, they not only affect the victim in that very moment 

but it also revisit the victim regularly through memory for instance, every time 

they see an army personnel.   

Sharifa a mother of six children committed suicide along with another woman 

who was raped. (Sobhrajani 2014) In another case seven sisters were gang raped 

and then left to their own selves. A nine-month pregnant woman delivered a 

child after three days when she was gang raped by eight jawans- both the child’s 

arms were fractured. The trauma and torture has rendered two mothers of raped 

daughters incapable to utter a word. A son who was forced to watch his mother’s 

rape eventually had a nervous breakdown and now refuses to look at her. 

Another woman had a child from rape of which nobody is ready to take care of. 

These women today are battling the social ostracism. The stigma of being raped 

still refuses to leave them. Most of the women who were raped twenty years ago 

remain unmarried even today. Their lives have come to a standstill as they have 

stopped going out- be it to schools, colleges, brining firewood from the 

surrounding forests for the household chores etc. Slowly they have become 

invisible in public spaces fearing the taunting remarks of people. 

It has become very hard to find a match for girls of the village. For Instance, 

Dar had to face a really difficult time for her stigmatized daughter Shakeela as 
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her in laws would provoke her, insult her, torture her on the pretext that she was 

a rape victim. Her father is worried about her, wishing if she had been educated, 

she could have had taken care of herself and her two sons.  

Like Shakeela, many women suffer from the social stigma. Girls in this village 

have stopped going to school as their classmates taunt them because of which 

they are uneducated and unemployed. They have also stooped travelling in buses 

out of fear of men raising fingers at them and calling them rape victims. These 

women and their children bear no marriage proposals and continue to live with 

social stigma. 

The social boycott and the resulting isolation these women face is so much that 

their own families including their husbands do not want to live with them 

anymore. Many men have accepted their wives back only after they were forced 

to do so by militants. These women were and continue to be endlessly harassed 

and beaten. One of the women begged her husband to forgive her for a sin she 

had never committed but he refused. The rejection of the woman came on the 

pretext that she was now impure and unchaste. Whether her being dirty was by 

her own choice or whether she was forced to, the underlying fact was another 

man destroyed her purity. Her husband also believed that she was sinner in the 

eyes of Allah since her chastity was tarnished and if he somehow manages to 

accept her again he will go to hell. (Women's Initiative 2002) 

Another story of social ostracism is of a woman who pleaded her husband not 

to throw her away as her children would turn into orphans. Though she has 

somehow been allowed to stay in the house, her husband refuses to accept her 

as a wife after that incident. An 80-year old woman, was kicked out of her house 

by her own son because of the incident.  

The stigma of being a raped has not left the village even after twenty-five years. 

When the entire village of Kunan had assembled at the polling station during the 

State elections this year, angry and hurt Janti Begum (45) along with many other 

women blocked the entrance. She still feels that she is trapped in the dark heavy 

night when the army barged into her house and raped her. She still hears the 

echoes of her cries along with other raped women. Janti Begum says: 

             “I was 22 then; today I am 45, but the girl I was died that night. Since 

then I am barely living. And I don’t believe in this democracy, which is 

based on injustice. We just want to remind our neighbors of why we 

should boycott.” 
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However, what was surprising was that the men of the village when asked about 

these women protesting against the casting of votes, refused to talk about them 

saying they had nothing to do with them. They further said: 

            “They have only brought shame to our village and nothing else. We have 

nothing to do with these shameless women.” 

These women though stigmatized are fighting for justice. Apart from fighting 

against the oppressive structure of the state to deliver them justice, they are 

battling with the mindset of men from over twenty-five years. Jawahira Begum, 

one the rape victims in response to the social stigma says: 

            “Those Kashmiri men who were killed by the soldiers were 

called martyrs. How are we not martyrs then? Why is everyone ashamed 

of us and disrespectful to us for what we lost in our struggle? 

 Women in conflict are targeted in ways that are graver than men. Despite such 

sufferings, women refuse to be passive inert victims of violence and rather 

exercise considerable agency in such situations. In these situations, women take 

to new independent roles, challenging the notions of victimhood, thereby 

reconstructing their devastated lives. The hardships and exigencies of survival 

push these women into new roles strengthening themselves as agents of 

transformation. One has to find agency in the points where on one hand conflict 

causes immense pain and suffering to women. Whereas on the other hand, 

women create spaces for themselves thereby redefining their social relationships. 

They not only negotiate spaces for themselves but also hold on to such spaces 

firmly.  

On one hand such stories reduce women to victims of the conflict. However on 

the other hand the act of resistance inherent in such stories, no matter how 

embryonic, potentially stands to disrupt the traditional roles of women in society. 

Such traditional roles of women are inherently maintained by conservative 

societies as these roles turn out to be the legitimizing foundations for patriarchy 

to thrive and flourish. The idea of a liberated resolute woman, who has the 

courage and fortitude to demand her rights, her share of freedom, to survive her 

sufferings finds no acceptance in societies, which thrive on the essential silencing 

of women’s stories from conflict. For example- the woman who survived a gang 

rape in front of her son, from Kunanposhpora. 
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RESEARCH METHODOLOGY 

The research methodology for my paper takes to a two-pronged approach. The 

theoretical dimension of my paper will be observed, analyzed and answered from 

the existing literature on this work. To substantiate this, qualitative research was 

undertaken in some sections. For the empirical data I profusely relied on 

secondary data such as project reports, testimonies of women, biographical and 

auto biographical accounts of women, reports published by the local groups, 

documentaries and the search engines for online forums. 
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