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Abstract:This study examines the socio-economic conditions of Muslim women in Suri, the urban
administrative center of Birbhum district, and its surrounding rural villages in West Bengal. The research
focuses on comparing indicators such as education, employment, income, healthcare access, mobility, and
participation in local governance to understand the urban-rural divide among Muslim women in the region.
Despite policy efforts aimed at inclusive development, Muslim women—particularly in rural areas—continue
to face layered marginalization due to intersecting factors of gender, religion, class, and geography. Using a
mixed-methods approach, including field surveys, interviews, and secondary data analysis, the study reveals
that Muslim women in urban Suri have relatively better access to education, healthcare, and income-
generating opportunities compared to their rural counterparts, who remain largely dependent on informal
labor and face severe educational and infrastructural deficits. Cultural norms, patriarchal constraints, and
limited government outreach further deepen rural women’s vulnerabilities. The study argues that targeted
policy interventions, community awareness programs, and infrastructure development are essential to bridge
this socio-economic gap. By highlighting the contrasts and commonalities between urban and rural Muslim
women’s lives, this research contributes to the broader discourse on gender, development, and minority
rights in India.
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Introduction
The socio-economic condition of women in India has been a subject of sustained academic and

policy interest, particularly in the context of marginalized communities. Among these, Muslim
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women often face a unique intersection of disadvantages shaped by gender, religion, and socio-
economic status. In the state of West Bengal, and specifically in the Birbhum district, this
intersection becomes particularly complex due to spatial disparities between urban centers like
Suri and the surrounding rural villages. The urban-rural divide, marked by differential access to
education, healthcare, employment opportunities, and mobility, plays a significant role in shaping
the everyday lives of Muslim women.

Suri, as the district headquarters, offers relatively better infrastructural facilities,
educational institutions, and employment avenues. In contrast, the adjacent villages—Ilargely
dependent on agriculture, informal labor, and limited public services—reflect a more constrained
environment for socio-economic mobility. This divide not only influences the material conditions
of life but also impacts social attitudes, cultural practices, and gender norms that regulate
women’s roles and opportunities.

This study aims to explore and compare the socio-economic conditions of Muslim women
in Suri and its surrounding rural areas in Birbhum district. It focuses on key indicators such as
literacy and educational attainment, employment patterns, household income, access to health
services, and participation in decision-making processes. The research also seeks to understand
how spatial location influences women’s aspirations, autonomy, and agency.

By critically analyzing the urban-rural contrasts, this study endeavors to uncover the
structural and cultural barriers that perpetuate inequality among Muslim women. In doing so, it
highlights the need for region-specific and gender-sensitive policy interventions that bridge the

developmental gaps and empower women across both urban and rural spaces.

Background of the Study

The socio-economic condition of women, particularly those belonging to minority communities
like Muslims, is a critical area of concern in India’s broader development discourse. In West
Bengal, which has a significant Muslim population, the status of Muslim women remains an
understudied yet crucial subject. Within this context, the Birbhum district offers a valuable site for
investigation, as it represents both urban centers, such as Suri, and a vast rural hinterland
comprising numerous villages. This urban-rural divide plays a significant role in shaping access to

education, healthcare, employment opportunities, and social mobility for Muslim women.
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This study aims to explore and compare the socio-economic conditions of Muslim women
in Suri and its surrounding rural areas to identify the disparities, root causes, and potential areas of
intervention. It will delve into various indicators such as education, health, employment, income
levels, social status, and access to government schemes. By analyzing these dimensions, the
research seeks to contribute to the ongoing discourse on inclusive development and gender equity,
with a specific focus on the intersectionality of gender, religion, and geography in rural and urban
West Bengal.

Review of Literature

The socio-economic condition of Muslim women in India has drawn considerable academic
attention in recent decades, particularly after the Sachar Committee Report (2006), which
highlighted the widespread marginalization of Muslim communities. However, the urban-rural
divide within this demographic remains underexplored, especially at district levels like Birbhum,
West Bengal. This review synthesizes existing scholarship and data to build a foundational

understanding for the present study.

Muslim Women and Socio-Economic Marginalization in India

Studies such as Hasan and Menon (2004) and Engineer (2008) highlight the compounded
marginalization faced by Muslim women due to the intersection of gender and religious identity.
They remain at the margins of education, employment, and political participation. The Sachar
Committee Report (2006) further exposed that Muslims, particularly women, have poorer access to

education and health infrastructure.

Urban vs Rural Disparities in West Bengal

Chatterjee (2012) and Bagchi (2015) explore regional disparities in West Bengal, with rural
Muslim women being doubly disadvantaged due to poor infrastructure, low literacy rates, and
patriarchal social norms. Urban centers like Suri offer better access to education and healthcare,

though socio-cultural restrictions often remain.
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District-Level Analyses: Birbhum’s Socio-Religious Context

Birbhum district presents a complex mix of tribal, Hindu, and Muslim populations. According to
Ghosh (2017), rural Muslim women in villages around Suri suffer from limited mobility and
economic dependence. Meanwhile, Suri town provides comparatively better access to educational
and economic opportunities. However, caste-like hierarchies among Muslims (ashraf—ajlaf

division) and gender bias often impede progress.

Education and Employment Trends

Research by Mollah and Sultana (2019) on minority women’s education in Birbhum indicates that
urban Muslim women show higher enrollment rates in secondary and higher education compared to
their rural counterparts. Employment data reveals that most rural women engage in informal or
domestic labor, whereas some urban women manage to access teaching or small business

opportunities (Ali &Alam, 2020).

Role of NGOs and Government Schemes

Several studies (e.g., Basu, 2016; Jana, 2021) emphasize the role of Self-Help Groups (SHGs),
Kanyashree and SabujSathi schemes in improving the lives of rural Muslim women in Birbhum.
However, access and impact differ drastically between rural and urban areas, often due to

awareness gaps and logistical challenges.

Objectives

1.To examine the socio-economic status of Muslim women in urban (Suri town) and rural
(surrounding villages) areas of Birbhum district.
2.To identify the key factors contributing to the urban-rural disparities among Muslim women in

terms of social mobility and economic empowerment.
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3.To analyze the role of education, religious and cultural practices, and governmental welfare
schemes in shaping the lives of Muslim women in both settings.

4.To assess the level of participation of Muslim women in the local economy, political
representation, and decision-making processes in both urban and rural contexts.

5.To provide policy recommendations for improving the socio-economic conditions of Muslim

women in rural areas, reducing the development gap between urban and rural communities.

Scope of the Study

This study aims to explore and compare the socio-economic conditions of Muslim women residing
in the urban center of Suri and the rural surrounding villages of the Birbhum district in West
Bengal. It focuses on identifying disparities, challenges, and development gaps shaped by the
urban-rural divide. The research intends to examine multiple dimensions such as education,
employment, income, health, social mobility, access to government schemes, and participation in
decision-making processes.

Specifically, the study will:

*Analyze the impact of geographical location (urban vs. rural) on the socio-economic status of

Muslim women.

*Evaluate access to education and healthcare services for Muslim women in both settings.
*Examine the nature of employment and income-generating opportunities available to them.
*Study the role of religious, cultural, and gender norms in shaping their everyday lives.

*Assess the effectiveness and reach of government welfare programs targeted at women and
minorities in the region.

*Understand the levels of awareness, autonomy, and participation in household and community
decisions.

This study will contribute to identifying policy gaps and advocating for more inclusive
development approaches tailored to the specific needs of Muslim women in diverse socio-spatial

contexts within Birbhum.
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Need of the Study

The socio-economic condition of Muslim women in India has been a subject of increasing concern
and policy discourse, particularly in regions like West Bengal where significant Muslim
populations reside. Birbhum district, with its blend of urban centers such as Suri and a vast rural
hinterland, presents a unique opportunity to explore the sharp contrasts in living conditions, access
to resources, and agency among Muslim women across the urban-rural divide.

Despite various government schemes aimed at uplifting minority communities, Muslim women in
rural areas often remain marginalized due to poor education, lack of healthcare, low workforce
participation, and gender-based social norms. In contrast, Muslim women in urban settings like Suri
may have better access to education and employment, yet still face cultural and structural
challenges. These disparities remain under-researched at a micro-regional level, especially in
Birbhum.

A comparative study is necessary to:

Understand how location (urban vs rural) influences the socio-economic status of Muslim women.
Identify gaps in education, employment, healthcare, and social participation between urban and
rural Muslim women.

Provide a localized, evidence-based foundation for formulating more effective and inclusive
development policies.

Highlight intersectional challenges faced by Muslim women due to the overlap of gender, religion,
and geography.

This study is vital for enabling targeted interventions and contributing to broader discussions on

minority rights, gender equity, and rural development in West Bengal.

Limitations of the Study

1). Limited Sample Size: Due to time and resource constraints, the sample size was relatively small
and may not fully represent the diverse experiences of all Muslim women in both urban Suri and

rural villages.
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i1). Geographical Scope: The study is confined to the Birbhum district, particularly Suri and nearby
villages, which may limit the generalizability of findings to other districts or states in West Bengal
or India.
i11).Cultural Sensitivity and Response Bias: Discussing personal socio-economic issues, particularly
for Muslim women in conservative settings, often led to guarded or incomplete responses due to
social stigma or lack of trust.
iv). Data Accessibility: In many rural areas, reliable and up-to-date secondary data (such as
education or health records) were either unavailable or incomplete, making verification
challenging.
v). Time Constraints: The limited duration of the fieldwork did not allow for longitudinal
observation or in-depth follow-ups with participants, especially for capturing seasonal or migration-
related economic variations.
vi). Language and Communication Barriers: Although local dialects were known, some nuances in
communication may have led to misinterpretation or underrepresentation of key socio-cultural
aspects.
vii).Focus on Women Only: While the study focuses on Muslim women, the broader socio-
economic structure—especially male migration or patriarchal control—was only peripherally
addressed, which may limit the understanding of systemic factors.
viii).Policy Impact Assessment: The study did not evaluate the direct impact of specific
government welfare schemes or policies on the target population, which could have offered further
insights into urban-rural disparities.
The present study explores the socio-economic conditions of Muslim women in Suri (urban) and its
surrounding villages (rural) in Birbhum district, West Bengal, highlighting the urban-rural divide.
The comparative analysis reveals significant disparities in access to education, healthcare,
employment, and social mobility.

Education and Literacy
Urban Muslim women in Suri exhibit relatively higher literacy rates and educational attainment
compared to their rural counterparts. This is primarily due to the better availability of schools,
coaching centers, and awareness among families in urban areas. In contrast, rural Muslim women
often discontinue education due to economic pressures, early marriage, and lack of nearby

institutions.

Journal of Historical Studies and Research,Volume 5, Number 2 (May- August,2025) 270 [Page



Socio-Economic Conditions of Muslim Women in Suri
and Surrounding Villages in Birbhum District of
West Bengal: A Comparative Study

Employment and Income

The employment scenario shows a stark contrast. In urban Suri, Muslim women are more likely to
engage in formal or semi-formal sectors such as tailoring, teaching in private institutions, and
working in small businesses. However, in rural areas, their economic activities are mostly limited
to unpaid family labor, bidi making, or daily wage labor. The wage gap between men and women
also remains wider in rural regions, reinforcing economic dependency.

Healthcare and Sanitation:

Access to healthcare facilities is considerably better in Suri. Urban Muslim women benefit from
government and private clinics, immunization programs, and maternity services. In rural villages,
health services are inadequate and often inaccessible due to distance, poor transport, and lack of
female health workers. This adversely affects maternal and child health among rural Muslim

families.

Social and Cultural Constraints

Patriarchal norms are prevalent in both settings, but rural Muslim women face more rigid
restrictions. Early marriage, purdah practices, and conservative gender roles limit their mobility and
participation in decision-making. Urban women, although still affected by patriarchal values, enjoy
greater exposure to media, self-help groups, and women’s organizations, which slightly improves

their social status.

Government Schemes and Support
While both rural and urban respondents reported awareness of schemes like Kanyashree,
Rupashree, and PM AwasY ojana, urban women benefited more due to better access to information
and documentation. Rural women often lack awareness or face bureaucratic challenges that prevent

them from availing benefits.

Conclusion
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The comparative analysis of the socio-economic conditions of Muslim women in urban Suri and its
surrounding rural villages reveals a pronounced urban-rural divide. While urban Muslim women in
Suri have relatively better access to education, healthcare, and employment opportunities, their
rural counterparts continue to face significant challenges related to poverty, illiteracy, early
marriage, limited mobility, and lack of institutional support.Factors such as infrastructural
development, availability of government schemes, and proximity to educational institutions have
empowered many urban women to aspire toward social mobility. In contrast, deep-rooted
patriarchal norms, socio-religious constraints, and economic dependency hinder rural Muslim
women’s progress. The gap in digital literacy and access to modern amenities further exacerbates
this divide.The study underscores the need for targeted policy interventions, especially in rural
areas, focusing on inclusive education, skill development, health awareness, and women’s self-help
groups. Empowering local institutions, encouraging community participation, and sensitizing

families to the importance of women's rights are essential for bridging the urban-rural gap.
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