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Rural Left Behind Women & Their Happiness: An Empirical Study
on Rural Cooch Behar District of West Bengal

Sonel Som!*

ABSTRACT

An attempt has been made in this paper to assess the level of happiness of Rural women who are
left behind due to male labour circulation at Sitalkutchi block in Cooch Behar district, West
Bengal. To conduct the study, 20 samples from 8 Gram Panchayats have been taken into
consideration. Random sampling technique followed by a questionnaire comprising of both
qualitative and quantitative aspects have been applied for the study. To measure happiness,
Gross National Happiness Index (GNH Index) has been calculated. The study reveals that the
level of happiness of Rural left behind women in the study area is mainly influenced by
psychological factors and the empowerment felt by them during the presence and absence of
their male members in the family.
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ccording to Oxford Dictionary ‘Happiness’ is the state of feeling or showing pleasure or

the state of being happy. Psychologically happiness means a mental or emotional state

of wellbeing which can be defined by positive ant emotions ranging from contentment
to intense joy (Wolfram 2011). Happy mental states may reflect judgements by a person about
their well-being (Anand, 2016). So, happiness is exactly a mental feeling of human being in the
form of satisfaction. It is a subjective type of wellbeing and a qualitative component. Thus,
measurement of such a component in quantitative way is a difficult one and it has its own
limitations. Research about happiness has been carried out since 1960s. In social science, the
pioneer of this work is done by Ed. Diener popularly known as “Dr. Happiness”. He was the first
to give the concept of happiness and subjective wellbeing. Another pioneer in this field was the
4th King of Bhutan Jigme Singyu Wangchuck in 1972 who first proposed the concept of Gross
National Happiness (GNH). The concept was later adopted by several countries in the world and
modified. It is a better indicator of quality of life than GDP. This concept is very easy to
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understand and hard to calculate. But of late, it is most widely method for measurement of
happiness.

Left behind Women are the production of male labour circulation in rural India as well as in the
study area. Due to long time absence of the male family members, these left behind women have
to face an acute mental and physical stress, frustration and depression. In some families, who get
remittances regularly, they have possessed all kinds of worldly happiness and are satisfied, even
happy. But mentally, they are really happy or not is a question. So, measurement of their mental
happiness is very important. This article tries to measure the mental happiness of the study area
among these left behind rural women by applying selected indices of GNH method.

Obijectives
To measure happiness of the rural left behind women by using Gross National Happiness Index

(GNHI) and recognize its spatial difference.

Hypothesis
The rural left behind women are mentally unhappy in their life.

DATA AND METHODOLOGY

Data are mainly primary in nature and rural left behind women have been selected randomly
from eight GPs of Sitalkuchi Block. Twenty samples from each Gram Panchayat were selected
and interviewed by a structured schedule. After completion of survey, data were processed and
analysed.

Methodology used here is mainly GNH Index followed by Alkire Foster (2011). The index has
nine domains and thirty three indicators and 124 variables. For this study, only three domains
with 10 indicators and 21 variables have been used. Here, attempt has been made to find out the
mental happiness status of the left behind women and therefore subjective well being has been
considered. The variables selected are mainly those which reflects mental situation of left behind
women. These variables have different weights. A sufficiency threshold or sufficiency level is
applied to each variable. All the domains are equally weighted as they are all considered to be
equally valid for happiness. The GNH Index has four categories of people- unhappy, narrowly
happy, extensively happy and deeply happy. These four categories consider the people who have
achieved sufficiency in less than half, 50-65%, 66-76% and more than 77% domains. After
finding out the percentage of happy and unhappy people, the GNH Index value is calculated by
the following formula.

GNH=1-Hx An

Where, Hh = the percentage of happy people
An= the percentage of domains in which not yet happy people enjoy sufficiency.
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After calculating overall GNH value for the block, GNH for each Grampanchayats were
calculated to find out the spatial variation of GNH (Table 6 & Fig.2,3).

Table 1: Details of Selected GNH Domains and Indicators

Domains Indicators Variables
Psychological Well- | Life Satisfaction Health
Being Occupation
Family
Standard of living
Work life
Emotional Positive emotions
Balance Negative Emotions
Spirituality Meditation And Worship
Health Physical Heath
Mental Health
Long Term
Disability
Education Level of Literacy
Knowledge Knowledge about local legend and folk stories
Knowledge about local festivals
Knowledge about traditional songs
Knowledge about transmitted diseases
Knowledge about constitition
Value Killing
Stealing
Lying
Creating disharmony in relationship
Sexual misconduct

Source: Compiled by Author

Study Area: The study area i.e., Sital Kuchi Block is a Community Development block of
Mathabhanga Sub division of CoochBehar district. It is located at 26°10'N 89°11’E co-ordinates.
There is eight Gram Panchayats in the block. The total population of the block is 185353 (2011)
with total area of 101.53 km2 and population density is 1600/km2. It is the most densely
populated block among the district. Population are totally rural and among this population
50.86% are male and 49.24 % are female. Total literacy rate of the block is 60.73%. The females
in this block are mainly rural, illiterate and unemployed. Therefore, it is relevant to study the
level of happiness they are experiencing.
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LOCATION MAP OF THE STUDY AREA
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RESULTS AND DISCUSSION
Happiness is a subjective element and qualitative too. So, quantifying happiness is a very

difficult task. Measurement of happiness now-a-days is attracting social scientists. Using several
methodologies, UN sustainable Development Solutions Network has been publishing World
Happiness Report since 2012. According to this report in 2018, the top ten countries which are
happiest are mainly Nordic countries (Hellewell, Layard & Sacks, 2018). American and
European countries ranked 18th and 19th position. The happiest country according to the report
is Finland (7.652) followed by Norway and Denmark. Most of the SAARC countries are
unhappy. India ranks 133rd (4.190) among 156 countries, whereas Bhutan, Pakistan and Nepal
ranked 97th, 75th and 110th respectively. In this context, India is a very unhappy country.
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Having a background of unhappy country, an attempt of measuring mental happiness at micro
level has been done here. Measurement of happiness has been done by GNHI formulated by
Bhutan and the sufficiency cut off for each variable is the 66% of the total score which was also
considered same as Bhutan’s GNHI. For this study ‘“deeply happy”, “extensively happy”,
“narrowly happy” and “unhappy” women were identified for each domain. In this part, nine
indicators with their eighteen variables have been analysed in detail.

1) Psychological Well-Being: Psychological wellbeing is considered as a state of mind.
This is the first and most important domain for measuring mental happiness. All the
indicators and variables in this domain directly influence mental happiness of a
population. It consists of positive mental state such as happiness or satisfaction.
Subjective wellbeing is a part of psychological well being. In calculation of GNH
psychological well being is determined by three indicators i.e. life satisfaction, emotional
balance and spirituality.

1l.a) Life Satisfaction: life satisfaction of rural left behind women are assessed by
combination of variables in respect to health , occupation, family ,standard of living and
work life balance. The respondents were asked how satisfied or dissatisfied they are on a
five point Likert Scale (1= very dissatisfied and 5= very satisfied). The sums of the
scores across five areas may range from 5 (low satisfaction) to 25 (high satisfaction). The
sufficiency threshold for the life satisfaction score has been set 19 and only 36.87% of
rural left behind women are found with sufficiency in life satisfaction in the study area.
1.b) Emotional Balance: Emotional balance consists of both positive and negative
emotion. For positive emotions, the variables selected are compassion, forgiveness,
contentment and calmness, generosity. For negative emotion, the variables are
selfishness, jealousy and anger, fear and worry. For both indicators, respondents are
asked about their emotions during past few weeks and it has been measured in a four
point scale from never to very much (1= never 4= very much). For positive emotion
sufficiency, threshold was 15 and only 27.50% enjoy sufficiency in positive emotions.
For negative emotion, sufficiency threshold was 12 and 63% of population have
sufficiency for this indicator. That means rural left behind women are dominated by
negative emotions instead of positive emotions.

1.c) Spirituality: Spirituality means meditation ,worship and prayer. Spirituality doesn’t
have any variable .1t is considered on self reported spirituality. Left women are asked
whether they are engaged in meditation and worship regularly, occasionally, often or
never. To judge greater degree of spiritual level, a four point scale was set never to
regular (1=never 4=regular) and higher the score, greater degree of spirituality is there.
The sufficiency threshold was set 12 and only 18.13% of left behind women enjoy
sufficiency.
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The level of happiness of left behind women has been calculated after summing up the
percentages of respondents at each indicator and then it has been noticed that how many women
have achieved the sufficiency in more than 75 % of selected indicators under a domain.

Table 2: Percentage of Happy and Unhappy People and Sufficiency level in Psychological
wellbeing

Happiness | Definition of groups in Percentage of Average sufficiency of each
Scale Sufficiency population who are person across domains
Deeply
Happy 77-100% 11.25% 100%
Extensively
happy 66-76% 13.75% 70.5%
Narrowly
happy 50-65% 29.69% 50%
Unhappy 0-49% 58.44% 25%

Source: Field Survey, 2018 and compiled by the author

It is clear that 87.13% of left behind women are unhappy out of which ‘narrowly happy’
(29.69%) and ‘unhappy’ (58.44%). Among these unhappy women narrowly happy enjoys 50%
sufficiency and unhappy women receive 25% sufficiency. Only 25% of them are found happy.
Therefore, the rural left behind women are psychologically unhappy and insufficient.

2. Health: Health means the capability of human being to manage physical, mental and social
challenge throughout the life. According to WHO, health is a state of complete physical, mental
and social wellbeing and not merely the absence of diseases or infirmity (WHO, 2006). Women
health is very important domain of happiness. If a woman couldn’t enjoy good physical and
mental health then they can never be happy. So, keeping this importance in mind three indicators
are chosen. These indicators are ‘Physical Health’, ‘Mental Health’ and ‘Long term disability’.
Physical and mental health both are considered as self reported health condition. Both are
measured in a five point scale ranging from very poor to excellent (1= very poor 5 = excellent).
Long term disability is an indicator that examines individual’s ability to perform functional
activities of daily living without restrictions (USDH, 2000). The respondents were asked whether
they had any long lasting illness from last six months. Their answers were judged in the same
five point scale. The sufficiency cut off for these indicators were set 12 and only 13.13% of left
behind women enjoy sufficiency. This indicates that respondents are lacking from their health
condition which is a major obstacle of making them happy.

Summing up all the percentage of surveyed population and their sufficiency level across the
domain the following findings are seen.
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Table 3: Percentage of Happy and Unhappy People and Sufficiency level in Health:

Happiness Definition of groups in | Percentage of Average sufficiency of each
Scale Sufficiency population who are person across domains
Deeply

Happy 77-100% - e
Extensively

happy 66-76% | - e
Narrowly

happy 50-65% 13.13% 60%
Unhappy 0-49% 86.87% 30%

Source: Field Survey, 2018 and compiled by the author

The table 3 shows that all of the women fall under the category ‘Not yet happy’ and ‘Unhappy’.
About 86.87% are unhappy and enjoy only 30% sufficiency across the domain and for narrowly
happy, 60% enjoy sufficiency. Therefore, the rural left behind women are unhealthy and
unhappy too.

3. Education: Education is a process of learning. When people acquire knowledge, skills,
values, beliefs and habits with the help of different methods such as storytelling, discussion and
teaching, the process is called education. It is a holistic approach. In this study, education of rural
left behind women is judged by three indicators and ten variables. The indicators are ‘literacy’,
‘knowledge’ and ‘value’.

3.a) Literacy: Literacy means the capability of a person to read or write at a certain age. In
India, the age limit is seven years. In the study area, the literacy is studied by setting a
sufficiency threshold. It is considered that in the study area, those who have completed six years
of schooling. So, above this cut off are sufficient and below that are insufficient. Only 10 % of
rural left behind women have achieved sufficiency in this variable. So, it indicates that rural left
behind women are less literate and thus unhappy.

3.b) Knowledge: Knowledge as an indicator attempts to gather knowledge in or outside any
institution . Knowledge consists of formal education from books and also informal education
from society, culture and general knowledge along with knowledge from ancestors or elders and
also from observation. To study the knowledge level of rural left behind women, five variables
are taken. They are ‘knowledge about local legend and folk stories’, ‘knowledge about local
festivals’, ‘knowledge about transmitted diseases’, and ‘knowledge about constitution’. The
respondents’ answers of these variables are measured in a five point scale ranges from ‘very
good’ to ‘very poor’ (1 = very poor 5 = very good) . Threshold point was set at 19. Only 35.63%
of rural left behind women enjoy sufficiency in this indicator.

3.¢) Values: Value as an indicator of education means moral values. The aim of this indicator is
to assess the state of moral values of left behind in absence of their male members in the family.
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If there is found degradation in morality of left behind women, they are mentally unhappy and if
not they are happy and satisfied. Moral values are judged by five variables such as ‘killing’,
‘stealing’, ‘lying’, ‘creating disharmony in relationship’ and ‘sexual misconduct’. These
variables are judged by a five point scale from don’t know to always justifiable (1 = don’t know
5 = always justifiable). If any respondent scores 25, then it means she is morally degraded and
vice-versa. The sufficiency threshold set for this indicator is 4 and only 25% of respondents have
achieved sufficiency in this indicator which means the respondents have not lost their moral
values.

For this domain, after summing up the percentage values of all the three indicators, the following
percentage of happy and unhappy people is identified.

Table 4: Percentage of Happy and Unhappy People and Sufficiency level in Education

Happiness Definition of groups in | Percentage of Average sufficiency of each
Scale Sufficiency population who are person across domains
Deeply

Happy 77-100% e
Extensively

happy 66-76% | - e
Narrowly

happy 50-65% 26.58% 45.21%
Unhappy 0-49% 73.75% 50%

Source: Field Survey, 2018 and compiled by the author

The table 4 shows that all of the women belong to ‘Not yet happy’ and ‘Unhappy’ categories.
About 73.75% are unhappy and enjoy only 50% sufficiency across the domain and in case of
narrowly happy, 45.21% enjoy sufficiency. So, the rural left behind women are less educated and
unhappy also.

Gross National Happiness Index: After finding out ‘Happy’ and ‘Unhappy’, rural left behind

women in the study area, a composite value for all domains has been developed for further
calculation of GNHI.
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Table 5: Percentage of Happy and Unhappy People and Sufficiency level across three
domains:

Happiness Definition of groups in | Percentage of Average sufficiency of each
Scale Sufficiency population who are person across domains
Deeply

Happy 77-100% 11.25% 100%
Extensively

happy 66-76% 13.75% 70.5%
Narrowly

happy 50-65% 27.82% 52.86%
Unhappy 0-49% 64.54% 26.42%

Source: Field Survey, 2018 and compiled by the author

GNHI = Hp + (Hn X Ag)
= 2506 + (92.36% X 20.72%)
= 0.44

The index value for Sitalkuchi Block is found as 0.44 which is lower than the GNHI value of
India which depicts that the rural left behind women of the block are very unhappy.

Spatial variation of GNHI is represented in the table 6 & Fig.2. For indentifying the Gram
Panchayats which have higher and lower GNHI than the block, simple class group has been
made.

Table 6: Happy Unhappy Women and GNHI by Gram Panchayat

Sl Name of the Gram Percentage of Percentage of GNHI
No Panchayat Unhappy Happy Women
Women

1 Bara Koimari 65.58 35 0.56
2 Bhawerthana 75 25 0.59
3 Chhoto Salbabari 93.3 6.7 0.27
4 Golenaohati 45 55 0.68
5 Gosairhat 67.5 32.5 0.42
6 Khalisamari 70 30 0.44
7 Lalbazar 55 45 0.61
8 Sitalkuchi 80 20 0.36

Source: Field Survey, 2018 and compiled by the author
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Fig 2: GP wise Percentage of Happy and Unhappy Left Behind Women
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Fig 3: Distribution of GNHI at Gram Panchayat Level:

Source: Field Survey, 2018 and compiled by the author
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FINDINGS AND CONCLUSION
From the study of Happiness of rural left behind women and GNHI at block level and GP level,
the following observations are recognised:
e Hypothesis that was taken for the study is accepted, i.e. rural left behind women are
mentally very unhappy.
e These women are not satisfied with their life but have not lost their morality.
e These women are unhappy because they are less educated in terms of literacy and
knowledge.
e There is a large gap among happy and unhappy women in the block level as well as Gram
Panchayat level.
e More than 60% of women are unhappy at GP level.
e It is noticed that GNHI values are higher at Gram Panchayat level in comparison to the
block level. 5 out of 8 GPs have higher GNHI value than the block.

In conclusion, it can be said that socio economic situation of women are very poor in context to
the district i.e. Cooch Behar, the state of West Bengal and India. The socio-economic factors
directly or indirectly influence the mental health of women. Happiness too is influenced by these
factors in the background of psychological or in other indicators. The rural left behind women
are basically poor, illiterate and mentally depressed due to absence of male members in the
family. They have to work day and night not only in the house but also outside the house in each
and every matter related to economy, social, children and other family members. Thus, this over
burden of work and due to their limitations, they have become ‘unhappy’. Thus, this actual
situation of their life is reflected by quantifying the happiness and calculating GNHI. This can
only be minimised if some steps are taken to empower them in terms of education, health and
economy.
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