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GHANATAN OMEN IN FACTORY EMPIOYMENT: A CGASE STUIN
By

Bugenia Date-Bah#*

The advent of Ghanaian women in industrial employment is a new
phenomenon. Thelr “l:ra.dit:.mal ecamomic gotivities have been traﬂmg

and farming. With respect to trade, Boserip (1970:87) reports that
80 per cent of Ghaa's lebour force,’ ba‘&hfm the village and in the
alty, 1% made up of ‘womzn (also see McCalL 1961)s This would imply
that Ghanaian women have always worked outsgide the home o support
themselves, although not as industrisl employees but as gelf-employed.
The women who participate in trade and faming are mostly illiterate.

With increasing ezd.ue.a‘l:J'.cn1

s however, the educated Ghanalian women arve
branching out into other employment areas - mostly nursing and
teaching and = few2 of them into factory woﬂv;B. This paper examines,
among other things, the charagteristies of Ghanaian women in factoxy
employment and whether there are any differences with respect 0 work
behaviour, between these women md their male counterparts working

in the game factory.

The dats to be discussed here are extracted from a2 study4
conducted from July 1972 to March 1973, of a group of CGhanaign
factory workers with the main aim of providing a further test of the
Industrial men hypothesis in the Ghanaian getting. These workers
were the employees of a Ghanaim State Gammat Factory situated in
Accra. Although it was a case - study, the employees of three
private gamaent factories were also locked at. Therefore, where
appropriate,' comparisons will be made between the anployees of the
gtate and private factories.

Forty eight per cent of the state factory's 283 employees and
between a half and a third of those in two of the private factories
congisted of women. If we accept Moore and Feldman's view (1960:85)

*
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thot "ong good test of the degree of cormitment of - Labour force

is the per centage of it comprised by woman"®, than this Ghmnaian
1sbour force could be described =85 cormitted. Houwever, as Lambort
(1963:85) points out, the proportion of women in = lsbour force
sometimes is nct relsted tc the choice of the wam concemed nor
of their families, but upon the willingess of the employer to hire
than. ¥or cxample, in the third private faetory locked at in the
gtudy there werc only 3 women cut of a lsbour force of 65 because of
a deliberate policy of the mamagment not to employ many women owing
to the amount of working %ime logt through the maternity leaves cf

wonan anployees.

Fectory Jjoba, however, have been described a8 not attractive to
Ghanaizn women as self-employment (see Peil 1972a: 36) because it
requires working regular haurs and ale becausc of the scarcity of
day murseries where children can be leofi. It would appear then that
the gament factories studied arye exceptional in having a high pro=-
porticn of women employces. Peil, however, mentions sgewing as among
the occupntions in which Ghanaian women are mostly found and since
sewing is the main work done in these factories, it is not surprising

then that they have such n high proportiom of female wrkers.

It is true to some extent tﬁaﬁc most Ghansian women with skills,
like sewing, seem to prefer selfe-employment to wage-emplceyment.
Almost two thirds of the seamstresses in all the factorics investi-
gnted beg:n their sewing career in gelfeamployment. Self-employment
attracts Ghanaian women because it allows the married wonmsn some
flexibility: she can leave her work without any fuss to attend to
home duties like children =snd husband when the need erises. She
can thus work shorter hours or fewer dsys in the month (cf. Boscrup
1970:115), the kind of freedom denied her counterpart in wage-
employment in tho factory. Sclf-employment, however, has z dis-
advantage, namely the irregudarity of the inoome derived from it.



Many of the semmsgtresses interviewed gove thiz as their reasm for

antering into regular wage employment.

Marital Status

Mogt of the Ghanalian factory women studied were marriad and
thug differed from the Ugmdan factory women studied by Elkan
(1955:41) who were reported to have had marital disrupticns. However,
these Ghanaian workers needed regular income because their misbands
wore mo8tly in working olass or low middle class jobs like the typist, '
driver and clexk. The women’s remlar income was thus necessary to
supplement their mshands! small psy packets. There were very few
of the hudbands in upper class cccup=tins like managers. For
example, one famale junior superivigor in the state factoxy had a
hisbend who was sn Assistant Megnager with the State (ocoa Marketing
Board. There was, however, onec c¢ase where the lmisbqnd was unemployed,
a0 the seamstress had to use her factory income to feed and clothe
the sband as well as the children. Alsc for mos{: of the women,
their woxrk was necesSary so that they could support some members of
their extended family especizlly mothers, brothers =and sisters. A
fifth of the women were divorced, acparated oxr widowed. These needed
their factory income to live one. ~ For example, when the marriage of a
thirty yéu 0ld Kwalm seznatress bibke down, she leamed tailoxing
from a ant and found employﬁien't in the factory as a seamstress.
There wag also the case of a woman from the Volta Region who loamed
t.ailoiing in her youth but gatmar:d.cd imnmediately after her training
and became a full-time housewife. “hen sho divorced her mishand md
the latter 'Ix-ol;: away the sewing m-a.ch-ihe- he h~d given her, she found
emp]oymenf in the factory. A further £ifth b.f the women were in
poly gemous marriages. This could be explained in tems of the fact
that it is easier for a ivoman to leave home to work, if there are
co-wives zt home to serve the hmgband (McGall 1961:293).
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Children

Most of the women were within their child bearing pericds
Thercfore, the nmarried =md evin some of those whe were ot currently
married had small childran but werc in full-time wage amployment with
its regular hours of work. This was helped by the fact that they hac
thoy had parents, grandprronts, maidserventg and other relatives to
lock after their chillren for them while at wont, This wauld seem o
suggest that the Ghanaian kinghip gystem mekes it easier in a countxy
where murseries are so few for these wnen o anter inte full-time
wage employment. The fact that the Ghanailan woman in wage employment
continues in regulsar employment even thoush she h-s small children
represents one peint of difference between her md her counterpart in
Britain =nc the other westem incdugtriszlised countries where marriel
wnen tend to leave employment Quring thelr childbearing pericd (or
take up part time employmmt) althoush sche may re-anter when the
children reach scheol ming age (see Klzin 1960; 1961 =nd 19633
Confederation of British Industry 1967). In this sense, then,
Ghanal=-n women factory amployees cammot be described as "birds of
passage in industry® as Lupton (1965:991) des in connectim with
the British women in incfustry. Onc attraction of the factoxy for
its married foamale amployees ig its ghift gretem vhich pemmits then
not to spad the whole day in the factery. During the interviews,
some of the women mentioned that they liked the shift system because
it leoft them time %o dq their house work.

Aze

The average age of the womal.in the shtate factory was 33 yoears.
This was slightly lower than that of their male counterparts which
was 36. Gmerally, however, the average age of both the men md
women employees in the state factoxry was higher than in most Ghanaian



factories (gee Peil 1972a: 39) and in the three private gament
factoring stulied. This high ~verage age is explicable in tems

of the nature of the state factory's lrbour force, its history and
its tumover rate. The employees were gkilled woxkers and Peil found
(19722: 43) in her study that the median age of skilled workers was
above the medisn age for all the cther workers. However, the wikers
in the 3 private factories were Just as skilled-trained tailors mnd
seamstressés ~ as those in the state factoxy, yot the fomer had a
lower average age {28, 30 and 26 respectively). This wuld seem to
imply that the high average age of the gtate factory's employees is
expliecsble in tems of other factorg. - '

The ‘state factory, unlike the privéte ones in the study, was
egtablished in 1962 and this mekes it gquite 0ld in a country wvhere
factcries are mostly of very recent origin (Date-Bah 19722_86)y_ In
additicy, its lfaiié‘:tlr :'Mover has been lowe This means that
although the state factory's cmployees were recruited young, they
hod grown old @ the job. The latter factor is related to their
comparatively lohg, léngth of serviece in tha factory (8.6 years).
Thig is 11lustrated in Table 1.

Table I

The Digtribution of the Bmployees in the State -
Factoxy by lengmth of service md sex (percentages)

Length of Service Male Female Total
1 year or less 4 3 3
2-5 years ' 5 8 T
6~10 years = - 7 84 78
11+ Years* 14 -5 12

Total 100 10@) | 100

N 146 135 281
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In contrast t this, in the three private factorics the average
lanith of sexwvice was 3, 4 =nd 3 yesrs respectively. The employees!
short lanjth of sexvice in 2 of these factorios is éue to high lsbour
tumover whils thnt in the last factory is expliceble In terms of its
shert histoxy. As Pell hag said, "workers will be youmger in new

factories, in those factories experiacing high tumover® (1972as 39).

Educaticm

It hos already been mantimeld thet educrbed Ghmyaian women tend
not o participate in trading snd faming, the traditional econcmic
activities of Ghenaim women, but seck employment in the molem
econcmic gector. Thus it is not surprising to find that most of the
wnan found in the factories ceovered in this study were eduecatoed.
The majority have hof ten years of olucatin. Perhaps this iz
explicable in tema of a deliberate recruitmont pelicy of these
garment factories to employ only elucoted people gince the work
done in them demanig sbility to read and measure. TFor example, the
few tailors and seamstresses with no fomal education, have some

wrting novledse of reading these measureaments.

This high proportion of cducated peonle, hoth men and wome,
amon g the employees is in complete contrast to their parents, a
majerity of whom are illiter=te. Thiz is explieable in temms of
tw factors - a gaeral increase in the country's litexncy rate and
the different kindg of job engaged in by the parents. idbcut twe
ad a helf decales aid, only 4 per cent of the total Chanaimn
population (Gold Coast Census 1948: 18) was efucated but in 1970 as
mich 2s 44 per cent was educated (1970 Ghana Population Census, Vol.
1]:xxiv)s This expmizion has meant that more of the yomger pecple
including the female have received education. Again unlike these
wtkers, the parents are mostly famers snd itraders; the mothers

following the well-known cccupatia of Ghanaimn women are in trade



@l the fathers in faming. GCoup-red to their parants then these
factory women have achieved comsiderable inter-gmexatimal mobility
in educatim and jcb dome. o

In this respect they are similar to their male counterparts.
However, zpart from the fact that they aro both firs gemcraticn
wage-eamers, the women were in the main, in their first or second
full-time job while the men tended to have had lmger woxk history
and were tims in their third, fourth or fifth jbs. It would appear
that compared tc the men, most of the women tenled to have no previous
experiance of wage employment since even those who had had joba before
their present one, had been in self—enq,\loyment".-

How socialized then have these women been in the conditions and
weys of factoxy employment? How committed are they to factory
employment? These two questions will be mmswered by looking at.
certain indices of the women's work behaviour like absanteeism,

lateness, tumover.

Absenteecign, Latemess and Tumover

Although the absantesisn rate of the State Factoxy's employees
was generally not high (7.5%). It was found that that for the women
was higher thn that for their mrle countorparts. The women's total
absence rate was 9 per cent while that of the men was only 4 per cent.
Behrend (1951) aleo found a similer thing with rogaxd to the women in
the .51 factories she gtudied in Britain., She reports that the
absmteeimn rate of the British women was 5 to 9 pexr ceni, while that
for the men was 3.5 to 5 per cent. It would: scem then that with
regard tc the rate of absmteeism there is ne difference between these
Ghanaim factory women and their British counterparts.

Two reastng have been put forward by Argyle, Gardner and Cioffi
(1958:29) to explain this high incidence of women's absences:
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i) tbeenteeism is higher among ungkilled workers and
gince woman tond 4o hove loss skilled Jjobsa, this
explains why they have a high absentecism rate.

i) ‘It may be duc in part to demestic affairs which
impinge an women, egpecially married women, more
than on men.

The first explanaticn doos not account for the
higher shaence rate -mong the female employees in
this Ghannim factory since almost all the women
there perfomed skilled jobse. The sccond reason
seams 1o be the me which explaing the situatiom,
for most of the wonen were married =nd oval some
who were not currently married had childrar. They
sosented themselves not only when they themselves
were ill but alse when their children were.

iii) This would seem to indicate thet thesc female
wrkers! extemal associstiomg md interactim with
theix family explain nmy of the diversims of
their tine and enery tamporarily from the factory.

Some working time W.v';‘r,:s adao lost through lateness. Although
latmesd weg less widespread in this Ghmmaimn factery and was attri-
butable o mainly the irregular transportatiom system in the city of
dcora, the women were more often lebte th=n the men. This was con-
firmmed by the remarks made by the factory's supervisors. According
to tham, the female employees were alwsys late to work md thms were
less prwofuctive than their male cclleagies. On one such occasim
daring the study period, ten seamstresses in the State Pactory on the
aftemoan shift came to work twenty minuies late. The senior pro-
ductin room suapervisor stressed the faet that ne tailer or mzle
employee was ameng these latecomers snd wamed the seamstregses
that thegy would be sent home if they repeatel this practice. The



next day, this supervisor oxdered the producticon yoom ddor to be
cloged five minutes after the start of the shift and three seame
atresses were sent home =nd thus lost their wages for that day. Like
the higher female ahsenteeism rate, perhgps this higher famale pro-
pangity to be late to work can alsc be explained in termg of the
duties they have to perfom at home. This would tims seam to be cno
of the consequances of 3 woman or more precisely of a mother or wife,

combining her houge dutics with wage employment ocutside the home.

With regard to tumover, none of the state factoxy's employces
left its amployment either voluntarily or involuntarily during this
period. It was however, obvious from responses to the question
fwould you like to comtimie to work in this factory or go clsewhere
to work?" that some of the employees wanted to leave but had not
actually done s because of their inability to obtain altemastive
employment or find the capital to set up themselves in p."riva.'be
practice. It was found that while most of the tailors wanted to
leave, the seamstresses were gmerally inclined to stgy‘. This might
be explicable in terms of the fact that the fomer have higher
agpirations becguse__they are primary breadwinners, and, therefoxe,
were se.a,rd.'zing ft_::_r__a_.venues_-_where they could be adequately rewardcéds
The semstresses,. on the other hand, can be regarded to some extent
as gecandary bread wirmers.

Infomal Relations

With regard to infomal associationg at the work place, it was
observed that both the men and the wne employces engaged in them.
There were friendship associatiomms, "Susu® grmps,s card-playing
groups znd other gpecialiged associationg like the cigarette-sharing
md lottery groups. Some of these groups overlapped in the sense '
that ;E‘or example, workmateg who are friends may also belang to the
same "Susu' group, ©or share sticks of cignrettess It was, however,
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observed that some of the infomal asgocintions were sex~-linkeds
only men for erample ensngod in clgnrette-sharing and in working on
the lotiery. With regard to the Susu goups, these tended ¢ he

nixed groups.

These infomal agsociations were somctimes carried outside the
footory» This wag, however, dae to a very limited degree owing to
a number of factors - the marital stotuscs of the workers, their
residantial non-propingiity =nd the fact that they ergaged in
additional maney~ecaming activities in their free time after work.
Marriage (see Peil 1972:6) has bean found to limit the wozker's
freedom of movement off the job since the time off the job tends to
be spent with spouse nd children at home. The womon, after work or
at the week-and wvhen they did not go to work, engaged in houschcld
chores like cooking for the mgband md children, washing -nd ironing
of their clothes and these cf their family ad in ming to the mnrket.
(see Table 2). This table indicates m interesting sex difference
in the off-the~job activities moaged in by the mon mQ women workers.
For cxample, the houschold zmetivities alyeasdy nentioned were in the
nain done by the wonmen, although senerally for both men and woman
their gingle most important activity o Sundsy is ping ¢ Chapel,
gince mogt of than belonged tc e Christian religion or othex,
Saturdsy they wosh and iren and after work on the werking day, may
st rest. The women, however, rest in addition to pexfoming their

heusehold chores, while this is not the cass with the men workers.

The women did not indulge in much vigiting after wrk not only
because their household chores tock o lot of their free time, dbut
alsc because the workers &id not 21l live in the sane neighbourhood
nor near each other but were scattered throughout the city. In a
small tomn with me industry or in an isolrted commmity like a
mining village, work mates are the same people cne meets during
leigure (Demis, Havriques and Slanghter 1956:79-82; Gouldner 1954:
134-6). Blamer (1960:35), however, save with reference to factory
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workers in v'l:hc_e clty that ooccupatinal commmities rarely exist amanp
them. 'Si_hcé the ﬁoﬂcers, in my study, lived in different parts of the
city and takin‘.-.g; J.nto éonsideré.tion acern city's irrvegular transpor-
tatiar gystem at the time of the study and its relatively high
expange for the lowly paid worker, it could not he envisaged that
there would be much interaction between workmates off the job.

T-ble IT

The Emplovees! off-the~job Activiti
Day of the Week and Sex

Class of Activity Smday Saturday Working. Day
m. £ m. f. m. f.

4) Houschold Duties .
Wagh/iren 18 26

24 57 0 15
Tock 3 42 4 K> 2 2
Cleaning _ : 3 20 2 36 5 16
Totals 24 88 30 132 7 6%
B) Recrontion

Cinana/drinking baz/football 8 5 10 7 3 3
TV/msic/ralio 3 2 2 1 9 7
Cardgeme/tall 4 3 5 i 13 8
Rest _ 21 3 13 5 45 36
Totals 3 13 31 17 70 51

™) Qthor Cuisido fotivities
Cmuxch 38 45 3 2 16 1"
Visits 16 8 15 10 18 17
Travel to hometowm 7 3 8 4 2 0
Attended funeral _ 5 4 2 2 1 2
TWent to market/shop o 0 8 3 33 3 15
Totals 66 68 31 51 40 46
D) Sewing/Private Business 16 10 33 22 27 ~"
1) Haircut/Platted Hair 1 3 1 4 1 1

A1 Activities 143 182 126 226 145 186
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ctivitieg in alass as percantare of 21l activities

2) 17T 48 24 53 5> 35
B) 25 7 25 8 48 25
¢) 46 37 25 23 286 24
D) 12 5 26 9 18 14
) 0 2 0 2 1 0

Totals 100 99 700 100 100 99

* fctivities like "took my bath®™ and "ate® were excluded from
the table becanse almost every amployee did tham.

Both the men and wme were found to operate businesses in
additian to their factory work. These tock the form of zewing for
their private customers in their spare time and in s few cases petty
trading. They said they engamed in these monoy-eaming activitiss to
supplement their poor factory pay. Durins the study, it was realised
that the major grievance of most of the factocyy's employeces was thot
their pay was small which in July 1972 averaged £36.00 menthly. l‘.ioét
of them reported that they could not make ends meet o thelr foctory
ray and therefore hat sometimeg to borrow from friends mnd money
lenders as well as use their free time to work for money. This memnt
that they had 1little or no leisure time within which t¢ visit woxrk-
mates and other friamds off-the-job.

This short exposition has illustrated a number of aspects with
regard to the female employees in the gament factory studied. They
have been shom to be educated, have a relatively short work histcry
in wage employment ond comparatively young compared to their male
colleagues. They have young children but are working full time. With
respaect to their work behaviour, they have higher sbsenteeism and
latencoss rates owing to their home obiigations which tamd to
interfere with their factory working time. At the workplace, they
form friendly and other informal agsociations with their woxk



colleagnes although these did not tend to extend much outside the
confines of the factory organization. These are a few of the side
lights vhich were Shed on female anployment from this case study of
a Ghanalsn gament factory. Being a case study meant that one
cannct generalise on the findings. To find vhether the findings of
this present study awve applicable to other Ghanaian women employees,
therefore, it would be necessary to do a further study in which an

attempt is made to cover a large rumber of these employees.
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Ihotnetes

1) In 1960, the percentage of uneducated Chanaims was 73%
but in 1970 the per contage had Qecreased to 56.3% made
up. of 19. ¥ males and 66.2 females. (Sec 1970 Census
Vole II, pe xxdv).

2) Bosgerup (1970:109) nentiais that Ghanaisn wonen auployces
form only 3 per cent of the total industrial lasbour force.

3) This trend is illustrated by the work histowy of a 32 vear
0ld Ga Seamstress. After completing her elanentary educa~
tion, she entered trading hut Dbsndoned it because, in her
omr words, Mradineg is not a fitting job for =n educated
wuan." She gpt apprenticed to a Seamstress in Acera and,
after one year, got employed to a gammmt factory as a
Scamstress

4) Two sets of interviews were dme: the one at the beginning
of the atudy scught to elicit information can the basic
soclal characteristics of the workers like age, marital
statug, employment history, etmic background snd number
of children. The zsecmd interview at the end of the study
concemed itself with the workers cutside work activities.
4 1ot of data was alsc collected through obgervation.

5) These are contributory clubs vhere members cantribute
fixzed sumg of maegy at regular intervals =nd the sum
realiged is given to each member in rotatim.
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