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ABSTRACT 
 

Beedi bundling is the dominant activity in rural India, which has calibre to 

provide employment prospect and has emerged as a way of living for the people of 

remote areas.  Bhagawangola-II Block of Murshidabad is a riverine hazard prone area 

harassed by shifting courses of Padma River, resulting to emergence of land locally 

known as chars (riverine islands) where uncertain agriculture, poverty, poor 

communications and unstructured economy is common. The women has opted a dual 

role by managing household and earning by beedi bundling simultaneously. The study 

was performed over purposively selected Mahismara char to assess the socio-

economic-conditions of women associated with, evaluate its role, and identify the 

factors forcing workers to such activities and health problems accustomed. The study 

stands on primary data based on face-to-face survey of randomly selected 55 female 

workers associated beedi bundling with using structured questionnaire. Analyzing the 

data with descriptive statistical tools discloses that immense poverty, illiteracy, lack 

of other work skill and being environmental refugees resulting from proneness to 

riverine hazard solely influence the local women to indulge into this activity that 

helps in generating employment thus raising empowerment of women in poor 

families. Body pain is the common health problem suffered by respondents.  

 

KEYWORDS: Beedi Bundling, Riverine Hazard, Chars, Socio-Economic, 

Employment Opportunities.  
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INTRODUCTION 

Beedi, a cheap form of tobacco consumption, it is extremely popular among 

the non-affluent primarily belongs to unorganized sector or informal sector of 

economy. It is a forest derived product commonly known as the poor man’s smoke 

and sometimes poor man’s cigarette. It is a thin South Asian cigarette made of 0.2-0.3 

gm. of tobacco flake enfolded in a tendu (Diospyrox melanoxylon) leaf and secured 

with colored thread at the end. Mostly the work is distributed in private dwelling 

houses where the workers take the raw material given by the contractor and handover 

the finished product to him. It is a grueling, labour intensive task as each beedi is 

rolled individually. About 4.4 million workers who live under the poverty line are in 

this industry in India. Women provides high percentage of labour force in this 

industry as the work can be done at home thus women can earn while at the same time 

attending to their children and other household chores (Srinivasan et al. 2013). 

Another main reason is that the women are considered to be more sincere and 

hardworking and deft fingers are more suited to the work of beedi rolling. 90% of 

beedi workers are women (Srinivasulu 1997).  

The production of beedi includes four main steps viz.  

 Rewinding the thread or re-rolling of the thread: The first step does not require 

expertise or training and any one can be involved. Generally it takes about 30-

60 minutes to rewind a bundle of thread. 

 Cutting the beedi leaves, requires a bit skill as the number of pieces cut from 

the leaf depends on the skill of the worker.  

 Rolling the beedi leaf with tobacco followed by tying with the thread is the 

main job.  Here the pinch of tobacco must be accurate.  

 The final step is folding of the beedi head, can be done by assistants also; 

these complete beedis are then bundled and sent to the contractor. 

  

The history of beedi in Murshidabad, West Bengal dates back with its introduction 

on 1920s in the district. After travelling a long way with many companies coming and 

going, it stands erect employing many in this sector. Development of this sector may 

encompass the required empowerment of unskilled fold back home, yet a limited 

attention is paid on people associated with it. Murshidabad district of West Bengal has 
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a large portion of marginal workers (20.82% of total marginal workers) engaged in 

house –hold industries, with most of them engaged in beedi industry. The study area, 

Mahismara Char lies on the bank of river Padma in Bhagawangola-II block of 

Murshidabad is prone to dominant riverine hazards viz. bank erosion, flood and sand 

splay etc. affecting most of the livelihood directly or indirectly. The dwellers 

belonging to different occupations are uncovered to vulnerability, facing the risk that 

varies with the degree of hazards taking place (Chakraborty 2013). Most of the people 

are engaged in agricultural activities in the char. But, as hazards lend a hand to 

economic uncertainty, most of the other family members are engaged in 

supplementary source of income. To survive in the day to day price hike situation and 

poise inflation, the female folk both skilled and unskilled are forming groups to start 

beedi bundling in situ. This has provided in supply of extra earnings and rise of self-

esteem among the women of economically affected families. 

Background of the Study 

Swinging course of Padma River has resulted in wide river bank, thus, 

acquisition of more and more surrounding land within the river. Unpredictable 

aggradations and degradations have resulted into experiences submergence of land 

temporarily (at least 30 – 50 years).  Bhagawangola-II block of Murshidabad has long 

Padma river bank which is hazard prone.  The discussed study area, a riverine island – 

locally known as char, is a hazard prone area formed due to emergence of land on river 

bed. Majher char/Mahismara char (study area) includes Munsurpur, Akherigang, 

Rajagola, Mobarakgang mouza and part of Hasanpur, Debaipur, Giridharipur, 

Gopiramanpur mouzas, has emerged around 35 years ago and then after since a lull has 

been inhabited with little population even few parts still uninhabited. There is even no 

inclusion on government data base about such char. The area is remote accompanied by 

deficiency of proper transport and communication; hence the data was collected only at 

a time with no temporal changes shown. Mouza map is used as property map to 

determine the possession of the land. The laypeople do not have own land and use the 

leased land paying a minimal annually. Detached from mainland, employment sector is 

sensibly low than the other areas of the same block. The uncertainty of having the piece 

of land in the near imminent due erratic hazard proneness exposes dwellers to 

economic insecurity which further creates vicious circle of immense poverty coercing 

to coddle in other economic activities than agriculture even sometimes. Men migrate to 
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near and far in search of job and better income while women stay behind looking after 

household. It is then that women play a foremost role in this regard by engaging 

themselves in household industry that can help to earn together managing domestic 

chores. 

Unavailability of proper secondary data, due to above said reasons; the work is entirely 

based on primary sources of data. 55 respondents, though the sample is too small 

regarding the universe (Bhagawangola-II block) are interviewed during field survey as 

the population figure is not sufficient. 

Objectives 

i. To analyze the socio-economic condition of women associated with beedi 

bundling workers. 

ii. To evaluate the role of beedi bundling sector in women employment generation 

among poverty driven people in situ. 

iii. To estimate the possible health hazards related to beedi bundling. 

Hypotheses 

Ho1: Engagement in beedi bundling activities is not due to immense poverty, illiteracy 

and lack of skill to do other work.  

Ho2: Body pain is not a serious health problem among Beedi bundlers. 

Ho3: Low wages accompanied by sorting of bundles is not a troubling issue among 

Beedi workers. 

METHODOLOGY 

Study area 

The selected study area is on Bhagawangola-II block of Murshidabad district, 

West Bengal lies between 24º13′24′′ and 24º23′38′′ north latitudes and 88º18′2′′ and 

88º 32′ east longitudes (Figure 1). It covers an area of about 175.26 sq. km. It has the 

population of 129899, among which 66849 are males and 63050 are females. The 

total number of household is 25851. The population density of the study area is 876 

persons per sq. km. (Census of India, 2001). The block has 351 male main workers 

(0.694% of total) engaged in household industry and 285 female main workers 

(14.102% of total) engaged in household industry. 
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Sample size selection 

The present study has been based on primary sources of data. Depending upon 

the involvement of local people and their unique cause for involvement, the Char 

areas have been purposively chosen from Bhagawangola-II block. An intense field 

survey based on face-to-face interview has been performed over the study area using 

well structured questionnaire employing opinionnaire method to the end part of the 

questionnaire. 55 female respondents, who were involved in Beedi work and were 

willing to answer the schedule, were randomly chosen. 

Method of Analysis 

Descriptive statistical technique was used to analyse the obtained data. To 

corroborate the stated hypotheses Z- test statistical technique was applied. 

Results and Discussion 

Analysis of Socio-economic conditions of beedi bundlers 

The study area mostly inhabited by minority community has a large section of 

women compelled to take beedi bundling as a means of livelihood due to socio-

economic status. Attachment with Beedi bundling support women to family income, it 

meagrely provides power in women for involvement into family decision making 
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process. Though beedi bundling is industry-base work, women of conservative 

families can participate liberally as the work is all done in home. They are even feesed 

less than labour imparted. The Beedi workers in rural areas are almost like bonded 

labours with no union to fight. Still they prefer the job. According to respondents it is 

better to earn less back in home rather opt for outdoor. Regarding age distribution of 

beedi workers the study shows that highest portion i.e. 38.18 percent of beedi workers 

are aged between 40 to 60 years followed by 32.72 percent above 60 years. The study 

reveals that the youngster women are less engaged in such activity with only 9.09% 

below 20 years of age (Table 1). 

 

Table 1. Age composition of beedi workers at the study area 

Age (Years) No. of Respondent Percentage 

Below 20 5 9.09 

20-40 11 20.00 

40-60 21 38.18 

Above 60 18 32.72 

Total 55 100 

Source: Field Survey by researcher November, 2012 

The educational status of the attached beedi workers is poor. Most of the beedi 

bundlers i.e. 60% are illiterate. 34.55 percent beedi workers though were admitted in 

primary schools, latter had left due to drop-outs, run-outs, marriage etc. After leaving 

a large gap, it is followed by 5.46 percent having primary education. The slot of 

secondary or higher secondary level education remains vacant as there were no 

respondent matching to this criterion.  
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Table 2. Educational status of beedi workers at the study area 

Educational status No. of 

respondent 

Percentage 

Illiterate 33 60.00 

Primary dropouts 19 34.55 

Primary 3 5.46 

Secondary/Higher 

Secondary 

0 0 

Total 55 100 

Source: Field Survey by researcher November, 2012 

Table 3 depicts average intensity of the respondent in bundling beedi at the study 

area. Beedi counting is done by calculating the number of bundles per day. Each 

bundle has 1000 beedis thus 10 bundles means 10 thousand beedis. Above 41% of 

respondents do 10-15 beedi bundles per day. It is followed by 30.91% between 5-10 

bundles, 16.36% above 15 bundles and 10.91% below 5 bundles.  

Table 3. Number of beedi bundles rolled by respondents at the study area 
No. of beedi bundles rolled per 

day 

No. of respondent Percentage 

Below 5  6 10.91 

5-10 17 30.91 

10-15 23 41.82 

Above15 9 16.36 

Total 55 100 

Source: Field Survey by researcher November, 2012 

Form the family size of the beedi workers it is clear that the respondents dwell in joint 

families (Table 4). 52.73% respondents have above 6 members in family, followed by 

38.18% having 4-6 family members and 9.09 percent having less than 4 members in 

family at the study area.  
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Table 4. Family size of the beedi workers at the study area 

Family size No. of Respondent Percentage 

Below 4 members 5 9.09 

4-6 members 21 38.18 

Above 6 members 29 52.73 

Total 55 100 

Source: Field Survey by researcher November, 2012 

Role of Beedi bundling in women employment generation  

Beedi bundling can aid to women employment process among immense poor and 

illiterate people as it provides economic power among famished people which 

provides societal upliftment in women participating in this job after household 

activities. The beedi bundling activity occupies a prominent place in rural 

development in terms as it has immense capacity to offer potential employment 

opportunities to a large number of people (Senthil 2010). Despite the district 

backwardness this activity are in the veins of rural Murshidabad which in turn adds 

some impetus to socio-economic development of people like in the present study area.  

Involvement of female workers in such conservative group as like the poverty 

walloped study area means the choice of freedom to manage themselves in money 

making capacity. Engagement in paid work leads the empowerment of women largely 

as experience in the case of Murshidabad district (Kundu et al. 2012). A regular flow 

of income helps women in sharing and equalising the family decision making 

procedure along with other members. As the work cannot be done by one itself the 

respondents stated that according to skill the process of beedi making has been 

divided among them thus bringing more women under this work. Most of the 

respondents (43.64%) are engaged in folding, followed by rolling process (27.27%). 

As most of the raw tobacco is rewinded previously only 12.72% are engaged in this 

activity (Table 5). Lastly only 16.36% workers are engaged in cutting activity. 

Cutting requires skill as the highest number of cuts made more roll can be obtained 

from a single leaf, thus less wastage and more money. 
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Table 5. Work type division among Beedi bundling workers  

Work Type Frequency Percentage 

Rewinding 7 12.72 

Cutting 9 16.36 

Rolling 15 27.27 

Folding 24 43.64 

Total 55 100 

Source: Field Survey by researcher November, 2012  

Factors for engagement in Beedi activities at the study area 

Women bundling beedi is limited in the study area though it is developed in other 

parts of Bhagawangola-II block with mass involvement of women. Spread of such 

activity is not the result of a single mechanism rather myriad of factors that together 

influence its set up. Table 6 provides an account of the factors influencing 

engagement of rural women in beedi bundling. Highest portion i.e. 58.18% of 

respondents opined that engagement in beedi bundling is due to immense poverty, 

illiteracy and lack of skill to do other work. Immense poverty is quite frequent among 

them compelling to indulge in more than an earning activity The predominant 

economic activity i.e. cultivation is hampered in the rainy season above three months 

thus most of the cultivable land is submerged under monsoon floodwater. 47.27% 

respondents stated that they opt for beedi bundling to support family income without 

facing any objection from family head or members. Beedi bundling is such an activity 

which allows the family women in engagement there in by maintaining the daily 

household work of family and shielding conservativeness. Many respondents (40%) 

dictated stories of their past and how they presently became environmental refugees 

thus with lack of own land holdings. Uncertainty with agricultural activities is a head 

ace with 32.73% respondents identifying it as a factor forcing women in such activity.  
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Table 6. Factors responsible for engagement in beedi activities 

 Factors Frequency Percentage 

1. 
Risk from riverine hazard curbing other 

employment opportunities  
9 16.36 

2. Uncertainty with agricultural activities 18 32.73 

3. 
Environmental refugees thus absence of 

own land holdings  
22 40 

4. Supporting family income 26 47.27 

5. 
Immense Poverty, Illiteracy and lack of 

skill to do other work 
36 65.45 

 Total 55 100 
Source: Field Survey by researcher November, 2012  

Ho1: Engagement in beedi activities is not due to immense poverty, illiteracy and lack 

of skill to do other work. 

As per table 6, it is found that, 

P =36 = 65.45% = 0.645 

P0 = 0.5 

N = 55 

   

The calculated value of Z is 2.151 which is greater than the critical value of Z = 1.96. 

Hence it rejects the null hypothesis and accepts the alternate hypothesis that 

engagement in beedi activities is due to immense poverty, illiteracy and lack of skill 

to do other work. 

 

Occupational health hazards of Beedi rollers 

The beedi activity though emerged as a result to convalesce the poverty and 

support anxious economy, is battling with some of the budding problems. Beedi 

bundling right on home or at stone through distance remains as dupe of unattended 

problems. Due to low initial cost in buying raw materials beedi is a labour intensive 

industry consuming both time and health of people engaged in it. In general, workers 
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engaged in beedi bundling suffer from occupational hazards. The process of beedi 

bundling releases large amounts of coarse particles and dust and as women practice 

such activity in home dust roams all around home, thus exposing children to inhale 

the harmful particles who are not involved in it. The workers do not wear masks thus 

are exposed to unburnt tobacco dust through nasopharyngeal route (Bhisey et.al, 

2006). It for this reason, that workers are open to bronchial asthma and tuberculosis 

and even complications of pregnancy in women beedi rollers. Often they have 

respiratory disorders, gastrointestinal problem hemorrhoids etc. (Ranjitsingh et.al. 

1995). Constant sitting at a stretch for bundling thousands of beedis leads workers to 

complain pain and cramping in the back bone, shoulders, neck, lower abdominal back, 

and eye problems. Postural pains, eye problems and burning sensation in the throat 

are caused by occupational exposure to tobacco (Dikshit et al. 2000). When beedis are 

stored in the house, food spoils quicker and family members experience nausea and 

headaches (Panchamukhi 2000). Beedi carries greater health risks as it delivers more 

nicotine, carbon monoxide and tar than conventional cigarettes.  

Table 7 depicts the major health problems faced by the beedi workers in situ. Most of 

the respondents have complained of body pain and cramp feeling. Beedi bundling 

requires sitting posture for long hours. Thus day to day activity turns into pain 

specially having ill feeling in the backbone region. Above 76% of respondents feel 

pain in body after engaging into such activity. Many (43.64%) of the workers have 

also complained of respiratory problems and burning sensation in throat. According to 

them the tobacco dust is the main cause. Constant working at a stretch results to eye 

sight problem among the respondents. Many (34.55%) are having problem with far 

sightedness. Some (27.27%) of the aged respondents complained of chest problems as 

they have to lean and slant in to tie the bundles Only few respondents informed of 

anxieties (3.64%) and sleeping disorder (12.73%) due to involvement into such 

activity. 
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Table 7. Health problems  

 Problems Frequency Percentage 

1. Respiratory Problems and burning sensation in throat 24 43.64 

2. Chest Problem 15 27.27 

3. Body pain and cramps 42 76.36 

4. Lack of sleep 7 12.73 

5. Anxieties 2 3.64 

6. Eye sight problem 19 34.55 

 Total 55 100 

Source: Field Survey by researcher January, 2012 

Ho2: Body pain and cramps is not a serious health problem among Beedi bundlers. 

As per table 7, it is found that, 

P = 42 = 76.36% = 0.763 

P0 = 0.5 

N = 55 

   

Troubling issues faced by beedi workers 

Contractors are an emblem of nuisance since time immortal they deceive the female 

as nothing ever thus paying the least in lieu of handful labour cost. The beedis rolled 

and folded are sorted by the contractors. It is here that they swindle the women 

workers and the poor folk never realise that it is their tender hands rather those of 

male work what was longed for to produce the finished product. Above 69% 

respondents admit that low wages paid accompanied by sorting of bundles is the most 

problematic situation they are undergoing. The women have shown concern over the 

health impacts among their family members specially children due to bundling at 

home. 38.18% has showed anxiety on health risk for the entire family. As these 

women have to serve their daily household routine first and then sit for beedi 

bundling, the toilsome day leaves them wrecked. 27.27% respondents disquiet for 

work load. Only a diminutive respondent (12.73%) have complained about little or no 

rest. 
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Table 8. Troubling  issues 

 Problems Frequency Percentage 

1. Low wages accompanied by sorting of bundles 38 69.09 

2. Health risk for the entire family 21 38.18 

3. Work load  15 27.27 

4. Little or no rest 7 12.73 

 Total 55 100 

Source: Field Survey by researcher January, 2012 

Ho3: Low wages accompanied by sorting of bundles is not a serious problem among 

Beedi workers. 

As per table 7, it is found that, 

P = 38 = 69.09%% = 0.691 

P0 = 0.5 

N = 55 

   

The computed Z =2.818 is greater than the critical Z = 1.96. Therefore the 

result rejects the stated null hypothesis and supports the alternative hypothesis i.e. low 

wages paid accompanied by sorting of bundles is a serious problem to beedi workers 

at the study area. 

CONCLUSION 

Vulnerable people never hold on a single activity for their economic support. 

And it is this superlative thinking that helps them to acclimate with fast changing 

surroundings, thus can take the shape of the vessel like whatever disaster thus, can 

find an alternative way. The risk environmental factor drags to scantiness that further 

leads to vicious circle of poverty. Beedi bundling had been an integral part of rural 

economy which can escort to rural economic development of the downtrodden. A bit 

is better than nothing. The poor people in situ can earn their living through beedi 

bundling activity while engaging in other activities. Health risk is a major problem 

faced by the workers. Organisations and forming of unions is a must required to 

distant oneself from exploitation. The last but not the least is the need to improve the 
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living and working conditions as well as to promote decent employment and income 

opportunities to women Beedi rollers.  
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