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ABSTRACT

THE PERTINENCE AND VALUE OF VILLAGE STUDIES
FOR THIE ANALYSIS OF RURAL
EMPLOYMENT AND UNEMPLOYMENT

This paper will focus on the possible contribution that village studies can make towards
a meaninglul analysis of rural employment and unemployment.  Rural heuschold production systems
are gencrally characterized by complex patterns of labour usc — ““occupational multiplicity™
and highly flexible divisions of labour among housechold members. I this paper, 1t is argued thal
such complex patterns cannot fully be grasped by deing questionnaire surveys only, as most of the
data sought are embedded in intra-village relations which are poverned by social, economic, and
political forces that shape behaviour. Village respondents are reluctent fto divulge sensitive
information such as household income and vields from their land holdings. On the other hand,
diflicultics in understanding researchers’ questions may cause villagers to give inaccurate information.
In this paper, it is suggested that village studies as fact-finding and kypotheses testing exercises, could
provide (1) sufficient amount of information about the village environment where intra-village
relations operate, and (2) adequate insights into complex phenomena such as work duration, age of
working population and underemployment. Such information and insights supplement the findings
of sample questionnaire surveys.









This paper argues that a valid and possible way of improving the data, and the gencralizations
based on large-scale sample survey data, is to supplement them with the findings of micro village
studics.  Such studies could also be used to check the validity of nm{.m—wrvcys and to generate further
hypetheses . for future studies.

Village Studies—Basic Concepts and Some Mcthuduloglml Issues :  Village and
Village Environment

As all social scientists know it is almost impossible to define precisely the term ‘village’ as
there is no single characteristic common to all villages. However, it is possible to identify several
characteristics whichrecur and ovetlap in many villages, for example, small population size; nucleation,

emphasis on agricultural occupations and production, and high, intensive 1ntcr¢u.nm1 among the
people. '

In developing countries, especially in South, Asia, the majority of the population live in villages.
These villages arc primarily agricultural; most villagers earn their living directly from cultivation
activities, cither producing the bulk of their own food or providing goods and services to the agricul-
turists. There are no full-time specialists in villages as every villager is expected to be a cultivator
evenif heisa plw-aici:m or a witch doctor. Thus villagers, irrespective of their caste and hncl holding
position, engage in land cultivation for their living (Leach, 1971).

Although cach village has certain distinct features which distinguish it from other villages,
it is linked to the external world through various social, economic and political networks. ln Sri
Lanka, one very clear outcome of social change in rural areas is the increased rate of inccrporation
of hitherto inward-oriented villages into the.national socio-economic system. Nevertheless, villages
arc amportant socia! units and will remain so for many years to come. ' '

The main case for village studies in developing countries is the fact that the village environ-
ment is the major variable that affects the behaviour of villagers. *“The village, in effect, though
not usually in any constitutional sense, is a decision-making unit because its socio-economic and
physical assets and liabilities and their inter-personal distribution, plus a degree of isolation, influence
and arc influenced by most decisions taken within the village' (Conell, 1977 : 14). In a village, there
may be strong institutions such as variga ((sub-caste) which dictate who can own and cultivate land
and how the villagers should interact with each other, for example, specifying the norms of
reciprocity and mutual aid such as attam, kaiya and nikang help (Robinson, 1973). Thus the village
cnvironment imposes cerlain constraints on the villagers® behaviour. At least three such constraints
can be identified : physical — quality, amount and suitability of its land for agricultural work; socio-
cconomic — the nature of interaction among different groups of villagers, e.g., original villagers vs.
outsiders and who controls resources; and external linkages — the presence or absence of certain
institutions or facilitics such as extension oflices and food distribution centres which decide who
should get what from the state agencics.

Village Studics : A Continuum

Village studics are conducted by scholars from difTerent disciplines : social anthropologists
socivlogists, geographers, political scientists, nutritionists, economists and spccialists in village
administration. Village studies can be categorised into four main types which may be placed in a
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Village studies are necessary to collect certain types of data, for example, data on labour
and lune utilization patlerns, cmployment and uncmployment, especially in agrarian societies.
Seasonal variations of demand for and supply of labour, difficultics in recalling lacts due to short
memories and lack of record/account-keeping in subsistence agricultural activitics make such
phenomena diflicult to understand unless the researcher stays in the field for at least a full crop season,
if not a year, to supplement his qualitative data with observations. This brings us to the main focus

of the paper — the value and pertinence of village studies in the ﬂ.miysm of employment and
unemployment. -

Studies in Employment and Unemployment in Developing Countries

A major problem policy planners encounter in ths study of labour utilization in developing
countries is the selection of an appropriate conceptual framework for the collection and interpretation
of labour force data. A number of conceptual and methodological approaches have been suggested
which still have several drawbacks in understanding the conditions in rural areas within which un-
employment and underemployment prevail. For example, the ‘gainful worker’ approach was found
to be inadequate to measurc the current activity ratios of individuals. The ‘labour force’ approach
corrected this inadequacy but failed ‘to grasp the complexities of partly traditional, partly modern
villages indeveloping countries. Myrdal (1968) criticized the underlying assumptions of this approach-
that the ‘eflicicncy’ aspect of labour is less important, idleness of labour is involuntary, and hence
idleness as represented by unemployment and underemployment constitutes readily available labour
supply — by showing that they deviate fundamentally from the socio-cconomic reality of developing
countrics. He further emphasized that a measure of labour supply should take into .account both
the quantitative and qualitative dimensious of the labour force. He maintained that it was nccessary
not only to count the number of gainfully employed workers, but also to study their actual producti-
vity as the labour supply in a given community depends not only on the population of working
age, bul also on the actual number of hours worked and the extra time available for work.

Data on the qualitative aspects of employment and unemployment in agrarian socielics
cannot be collected through questionnaire surveys alone, as these often fail to provide reasons or a

reasonable explantaion, for example, as to why some workers do not accept certain jobs even when
they are unemployed. :

In order (o capture such diversc and complex phenomena, it is necessary
to place these activities in the context of the village environment. This environment constitutes the
socio-cconomic and political system plus the physical character of the village. In such a context,
definitions and models developed in modern, western countries which are primarily industrial, become
inadequ tte, if not misleading, in understanding such phenomena as employment and unemployment.
The village environment being the arena within which the majority of villagers interacts it is

dpproprmte to attempt to understand labour I.Illll?"lll(‘.ll‘l. primarily as an .-,v;pect of intra-yillage socio-
cconomic rclatmns

Labour Utilization As An Aspect Of Intra-Village Relations

Despite the radical changes which have taken place in rural arcas, foo exampl:, their
increasing incorporation into nalional socio-ecconomic systems, many villagers still find most of their
work locally. As scveral village studies have shown, the optimal inputs of time for each type of
activily are determined by houschold size and structure, together with the characteristics of the farm.
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