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Creating a brave new 
world, despite all odds 
The resilience of women from disadvantaged sections equips them with a unique 
capacity to achieve, given the opportunity. Voluntary organisations such as Disha, 
recognising the potential, are working to open doors for them in Uttar Pradesh and 
Uttarakhand. Here is the story of some unsung heroes – Rajjo, Roshan, Jahooran, 
Shahnaaz, Ramrati, Naseema and Mukesh

Baba Amte once said that 
what deprived people 
need is not so much 

charity as opportunity. This 
is particularly true of women 
from the weaker sections. The 
sincerity of these women, their 
empathy with those who suffer 
and their capacity for hard 
work endow them with a great 
capability to achieve. All they 
need is opportunities.  Voluntary 
organisations play an important 
role in recognising and nurturing 
the vast reservoir of dormant 
potential and helping to provide 
suitable openings for people to 
capitalise on them. 

The work of Disha, a social 
organisation in Uttar Pradesh 
and Uttarakhand, provides 
several interesting examples of 
remarkable progress made by 
women from weaker sections. 
Disha’s work is mainly 
concentrated in three contiguous 
blocks in Saharanpur and 
Dehradun Districts though it 
has spread to some other parts 
of the two states as well.  The 
organisation concentrates on 
enhancing livelihood opportuni-

ties for weaker sections 
as well as on wider social 
reforms. Gender equality 
and justice and fighting all 
aspects of discrimination are 
very important parts of the 
mobilisation and reform effort.

As a result of interventions 
by Disha, several women 
from weaker sections have 
come forward to accept big 
responsibilities. Recognising 
their courage and initiative, the 
organisation has extended help 
and encouragement to them. 
With such support, they have 
overcome many constraints and 
made remarkable contributions 
to social progress.

Rajjo is one such woman. 
She is from a cobbler 
household. When I asked her 
for her full name, she replied, 
“Just write Rajjo. Everyone 
calls me Rajjo here.”  This 
simple, humble woman served 
as vice-chairperson of the 
Sultanpur Chilkana Town Area 
Committee for several years. 
She was elected to the post and 
fulfilled her responsibilities in 
such a remarkable way that 

people from weaker sections still 
remember how Rajjo helped them. 
Recently, when I was walking 
with her along village streets to 
interview people, many passersby 
stopped to exchange greetings 
with her. She blessed some of 
them and enquired about the 
health and well-being of others.

People recall that when Rajjo 
held office, she took the initiative 
to find about pending problems of 
people, collected the necessary 
papers and went to Saharanpur 
to sort out the issues with higher 
officials there. She was the perfect 
foil for the chairperson, Suraiya 
Begum, who had constraints about 
going out often. Rajjo was always 
willing and eager to go to out to 
sort out the problems of people. 

Though she was of huge help 
to others, Rajjo never used her 
position to obtain any undue 
benefits for herself. Frail, petite, 
but very quick in her movements, 
Rajjo continues to lead a very 
simple and unassuming life, 
genuinely unmindful of all the 
great work that she has done. She 
may not be vice-chairperson any 
longer, but she is still as willing as 
before to provide any help within 
her capacity.

Roshan was born into a poor 
family and had to take up rope 
work to help her family. She loved 
going to school, but circumstances 
made it difficult for her to 
continue her formal education. 
A friend introduced her to Disha 
and she was able to help rope in 
other artisans in her community 
and organise self-help groups. 
She found the work satisfying and 
her creative talents, which had 
languished after her school days, 
began to flower again.  She began 
writing lyrics and singing as part 
of Disha’s cultural team.

Jahooran and her daughter 
Shahnaaz came from a very 
poor background but they 
overcame many hardships to 
make important contributions to 
Disha’s health programs and its 
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anti-liquor campaign. Ramrati, 
a Dalit woman from Pather 
Village, also overcame extreme 
economic hardship to make a 
very important contribution to 
the anti-liquor movement. She 
was honoured by UPVAN, a 
state-level network of voluntary 
organisations.  

Disha runs an important pro-
gram to help women in distress.  
Several women who are 
victims of violence contact the 
organisation. It is remarkable 
that some of them not only 
recovered due to help provided 
by Disha, but also joined 
efforts to help other women in 
distress. There is Naseema, who 
overcame her past as a victim 
of abuse to become a leading 
activist against gender violence 
in two districts. She has been 
associated with helping dozens 
of distressed women. Mukesh, 
with help and encouragement 
from Disha, was able to win 
a panchayat election and help 
needy women.

To tap the potential of women 
as activists and leaders, Disha has 
been working with adolescent 
girls at various levels, forming 
discussion groups and providing 
education, particularly to those 
from minority communities, who 
were unable to access schools or 
had to drop out for one reason or 
another. The organisation even 
helped some of the girls to re-
enter mainstream education.

In a documentary made on the 
work of Disha, a young woman 
activist asks her grandmother—
“Daadi, if you could choose, 
would you choose your times 
or the present one?” Her 
grandmother replies, “I would 
choose the present, because 
daughters like you are trying to 
create a brave new world despite 
all problems.” 

bharat dogra, New Delhi

A show of solidarity by women in Uttar Pradesh’s 
Saharanpur District. Over the years, women across India 
have been fighting for gender equality and justice.
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The small shop gives out 
a tempting aroma of 
spices. We enter, and 

the ambiance makes us think 
we have stepped back in time, 
and into our grandmother’s 
kitchen. A neatly dressed 
young woman greets us with 
a charming smile and asks us 
what type of tea we would like 
to have. She quickly whips up 
some masala chai (spiced tea), 
and while we sip it at one of 
the wooden tables, tells us 
about the medicinal value of 
the spices that have gone into 
the brew.   

MV Spices (Mohan Lal 
Verhmol Spices) is world-
renowned. It is a must-visit 
for thousands of tourists 
who throng the historic city 
of Jodhpur. So how did soft-
spoken Kavita come to run 
it, breaking the mould of a 
patriarchal society? As she 
packs our purchases of tea and 

Swimming against the tide, she 
becomes the mistress of spices
MV Spices, Jodhpur, has made a name for itself as a source of quality products. After the death of proprietor 
Mohan Lal Verhmol, his wife and daughters have not only kept the business going, but have taken it to 
greater heights. Kavita, part of the girl brigade, opens up about the trials of a woman in a patriarchal set-up, 
her hopes and dreams
Safina nabi, Jodhpur, Rajasthan

spices in eco-friendly cloth bags, 
she tells us her story. 

Kavita is 27 years old, one of 
seven sisters. Her father, Mohan 
Lal Verhmol, had started out 
selling spices from a small cart 
which he pushed along the streets 
of Jodhpur. 

Such was the quality of the 
products he sold that even in those 
days, a packet of spices from 
Mohan’s cart was on the shopping 
list of tourists from all over the 
world. Kavita still has a collection 
of letters and messages that her 
father received from appreciative 
customers all across the world. 

As a child, she wasn’t too fond 
of studies, and failed twice during 
her schooling. But she was a star 
in one subject – Mathematics. “I 
could solve problems off the top 
of my head while others struggled 
with calculators,” she laughs. This 
love for figures helped her secure a 
bachelor’s degree in Commerce. 

Verhmol passed away 12 years 
ago. His wife, Bhagwati Devi, and 
eldest daughter Usha took charge 
of the business. They worked day 
and night to keep it going. “It’s 
not easy to manage a business in a 
small town and even more difficult 
to survive in a male-dominated 
system. But our mother turned 
out to be our strength. She visits 
farmers personally and brings 
back the best of the spices direct 
from the farms,” says Kavita. 
“When my elder sisters got 
married, my mother handed over 
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Kavita explaining to customers the quality and medicinal 
value of spices in her shop in Jodhpur.

On International Women’s Day (March 8), there will be discussions all over the world on methods of promoting gender equity and 
justice. Particular attention will be paid to the technological empowerment of women and also to elimination of gross discrepancies 
in recognition, such as fellowship of scientific academies, and higher positions in the world of science and education.  

I would like to draw attention to the urgent need for addressing issues relating to occupational hazards in gender-specific activities. 
Some examples are: rolling of cigarettes and beedies, prawn peeling, cashew handling, salt manufacture, paddy transplanting and 
many other such activities which require considerable amount of physical labour and exposure to occupation-related diseases. 

Therefore, on this day, we should decide to identify and eliminate gender-specific health problems.  Job opportunities without 
adverse health impact need to be promoted.  For this purpose, institutional frameworks like the Women’s Biotechnology Park set 
up in Chennai by the MS Swminathan Research Foundation, Department of Biotechnology, and the Government of Tamil Nadu are 
needed on a large scale.  This year, the International Women’s’ Day could be the starting point for a ‘skilled jobs for women without 
health risks’ revolution.

(A pertinent message from Prof M.S. Swaminathan, founder-chairman, MS Swaminathan Research Foundation, Chennai.)

Let’s focus on saving women from occupational hazards

<
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the responsibility of this shop 
to me.” She admits that she 
took time to learn things and 
is still quite shy and reserved. 
However, once she opens the 
shop and starts interacting 
with her customers, there is no 
stopping her. 

Women managing businesses 
is still a rarity in a patriarchal 
society. There is huge competi-
tion from the men in the business, 
but this does not impact the 
‘girl brigade’. The sisters are, 
however, victims of harassment. 
“Sometimes while going back 
home they follow us and heckle 
us. If I try to get customers to 
come into our shop, they threaten 
us with dire consequences,” says 
Kavita. Not all the problems 
are from outside. “Even these 
young helpers who work with 
us at times underestimate me,” 
she says, indicating some of her 
employees. “But I never let them 
dominate me or my thoughts”, 
she adds, her smile undimmed. 

What keeps Kavita going 
despite the troubles are a few 
letters from her father. When I 
started work, I used to hate this 
place because of the prevailing 
ambience,” she recalls. But one 
day she chanced upon some old 
letters her father had written. 
They motivated her to work 
and keep going. “When I feel 
stressed, I take out those letters 
and read them aloud. Doing 
this not only encourages me 

to work hard but also fills me 
and my heart with warmth and 
strength.”

Kavita’s three elder sisters 
are now married. She and her 
other sisters continue to work 
hard, and they now have three 
spice shops at prominent areas 
in Jodhpur, including one inside 
the premises of the Mehrangarh 
Fort. But Kavita is not one to 
rest on her laurels. She dreams 
of opening a shop outside 
Rajasthan. “The online platform 
makes it possible for us to 
deliver spices to every corner of 
the world and we already deliver 
to places like Martinique, 

Reunion, Malta, New Caledonia, 
Madagascar; but I wish to expand 
this business and want to have 
a shop outside too, at least one 
outside Jodhpur,” she says.

As we prepare to leave the 
shop with our purchases, a group 
of tourists enters. Kavita greets 
the visitors and talks to them in 
fluent English.  
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Looking forward to new horizons 
with new hope

Mary, 58, is one of the 
many impoverished 
residents in Kerala’s 

state capital, Thiruvanantha-
puram, whose life so far has been 
riddled by struggles. Not only 
has she had to live with the pain 
of rejection and abandonment 
after her husband walked out on 
her, she’s also had to figure out a 
way to earn a living and fight for 
a roof over her head. 

These days, Mary stays 
in an overcrowded building, 
eagerly awaiting the completion 
of her very own home being 
constructed in vicinity. At 7 pm 
everyday she leaves her small 
room, which she shares with her 
ageing sister and divorced son, 
to hit the streets for scrap and 
other recyclable waste. “After 
the local shops shut down I step 
out to collect whatever I can sell 
to a recycling unit. After walking 
around for two hours my sack 
usually gets full. It’s quite heavy 
and at my age it’s not easy to 
haul it single-handedly but what 
choice do I have,” she rues. 

Whereas gathering scrap is 
hard work in itself, Mary’s next 
hurdle is the lack of space to 
sort everything – “it takes time 
segregate everything and I can 
only manage to do it thrice a 
week”. She sells for Rs 8 per 
kilo and makes around Rs 300 a 
day. Her son, unfortunately, is of 
no help because even though he 
does manual labour at the busy 
Chalai Market, he is reluctant 
to give his share of household 
expenses. According to Mary, 
having dedicated space she 
could use to store and sort the 
scrap daily would make her life 
much easier. “Right now we are 
three adults staying in a small 
100 sq ft room. It’s impossible 
to keep the large bag of scrap 
there. I have to find places to 
stash it safely and often I get 
into fights with the neighbours. 
I’m waiting to move into our 
new home. I have been told that 
we will have a common work 
area facility as well,” she says. 

Mary is right. If all goes well 
then soon she will be a happy 
homeowner in a Laurie Baker-
designed low-cost housing 
complex being built under the 

Jawaharlal Nehru National 
Urban Renewal Mission. 

“We understand that life in 
shanty settlements is challenging.   
Living in airless, dingy tene-
ments, usually without adequate 
basics like water, electricity and 
sanitation, doesn’t just impact 
the health and well-being of 
families but also impairs their 
earning capacity. Most people 
in Karimpadom survive on 
daily wages and the earnings of 
male members are not enough. 
Women are forced to not just 
take care of children and do 
household chores but whatever 
free time they can spare goes 
into doing home-based work to 
get some extra cash. Keeping 
all this in mind, our intention is 
not just to present them with a 
beautiful brick structure but to 
develop a socio-economically 
empowered space, particularly, 
for the female residents,” shares 
Sajan P.B., COSTFORD’s chief 
architect. 

The housing plans have been 
is designed on three parametres 
– build quality, livelihood 
enhancement and social inter-
action. With airy rooms and 
sturdy walls, the 300 sq ft houses 
that are being built in a stacked, 
pyramid style – five flats on the 
ground floor, three on the first 
and two on the second floor – 
are a far cry from the unstable 
shanty structures. In fact, the 
two households that occupy the 
top floor get balconies on both 
sides, which, can be secured 
with grilled windows to create 
extra space, if the need arises. 

Significantly, the layout has 
factored in a common working 
area, television kiosks, study 
centres for children, a community 
kitchen, and a central sitting 
area for women with foliage and 
benches. Apart from superior 
homes and civic services such 
as roads, electricity, drainage, 
and rainwater harvesting, two 
community cluster centres 
are being created to support 
activities under the state’s 
Kudumbasree Scheme. 

Two phases of the Rs 26 crore-
project are already done. The first 
included an anganwadi (day-
care centre), an open market, 

<

It’s the redesigned, improved version of the infamous Karimpadom Colony, once the site of dilapidated 
shanties and the stronghold of drug peddlers and crime mafia. Located near a government sewage overflow 
pond, communities living here may have been used to the stench and squalor that is a part of slum life, 
but they are optimistic that the memories of that deplorable existence would fade in the years to come. 
Laurie Baker’s Institute, the Centre of Sciences and Technology for Rural Development (COSTFORD), is 
spearheading the massive rebuild, which began in 2010 and is expected to come to a close soon, benefiting 
scores of women from Karimpadom 
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and a community health centre 
along with 80 houses, while 
in the second phase 60 houses 
and a common working area for 
women has been created. The 
third phase, under which 180 
houses are being constructed, is 
ongoing. 

Awasthy, 42, is one of the 
few who has already begun 
living in her reconstructed 
accommodation on the second 
floor. Although the climb is a bit 
inconvenient she has access to the 
terrace, which she has closed to 
make another room. Awasthy is a 
liaison worker with COSTFORD 
and she makes it her business to 
know how families like Mary’s, 
who is currently staying in the 
transit accommodation, are 
faring. “The building, which is 
the designated common working 
area is presently the stand-by 
accommodation for 50 families. 
Naturally, it’s not an ideal living 
situation and there are times 
when tempers flare up and 
things get out of hand. However, 
everyone is hopeful that the wait 
will be worth their while.”

Like Mary, Geetha, 40, is a 
single mother of two who works 
hard to make ends meet. Her 
husband left her after a nasty 
brawl in which she broke a leg 
and an arm. “I stay in the one 
room we’ve been provided as a 
temporary shelter. As the space 
is inadequate I have sent my 
younger daughter to the village 
while my elder daughter is 
around to help me. Despite my 
injury I can’t afford to rest so I go 
daily to a roadside eatery where I 
work from 5 am to 3 pm, making 
snacks. I can’t wait for my home 
to be ready because I want my 
family together,” she says.  

Geetha also hopes to be 
part of the units for tailoring, 
chips manufacturing, pickle 
packing and umbrella making 
that COSTFORD plans to set 
up. Interestingly, the women 
suggested manufacturing of 
umbrellas and recycled paper 
shopping bags.  As someone 
who has closely worked on 
urban planning issues, Prof 
Usha Raghupathi of the National 
Institute of Urban Affairs 
understands the problems of 

staying in transit housing. “Transit 
living is rough but unavoidable. 
One cannot provide housing that 
is 20-30 kilometres away from 
the redevelopment site because 
that will disrupt people’s lives 
completely. In any low-cost 
housing initiative one is mindful 
of the fact that livelihood comes 
first for residents. COSTFORD’s 
project work may have been 
slow but the design is a well 
thought – the ventilation, strong 
walls, improved sanitisation will 
have a positive effect on the 
lives of the women. Moreover, 
they would have multiple work-
at-home livelihood opportunities 
once everything is complete.”

Shalini Sinha, an expert on 
home-based workers agrees with 

Prof. Raghupati’s observations. 
“For an informal worker, 
the home is the workplace. 
Therefore, housing policies 
need to keep those needs in 
mind. If you re-locate them three 
kilometres away, transportation 
costs go up. If housing is poor 
quality then that affects their 
productivity, too, because it can 
spoil their wares and also affect 
their health. A well-designed 
dwelling empowers them 
through a renewed identity and 
the promise of physical safety. It 
increases their productivity and 
thereby, their earnings.” 

(Courtesy: Women’s Feature Service)

Women residents of Karimpadom Colony are hopeful that the 
common working area that has been created for their benefit will 
lead to increased earnings for them. 

A well-designed dwelling empowers communities through 
a renewed identity, the promise of physical safety and it 
increases their productivity as well as their earnings. 
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Discovering natural resources 
and nutrition in a whole new way
Even in 21st century India there is a sizeable number of children for whom life is riddled with poverty, 
food insecurity, poor nutrition and minimal access to safe water, sanitation and health services. In Odisha, 
tribal people are among the most deprived and backward of ethnic groups and they constitute 23 per cent 
of the population in the state. Such has been the cycle of desperation that for women like Chandrabati 
Kadraka, Mangi Kumuruka, Pratima Kumuruka, Latika Toiba, Lalita Mandai, and hundreds of others like 
them, impoverishment, exploitation and ill-health have always been a part of life. But these days they are 
gradually equipping themselves to break free. With support from Living Farms, a non-profit organisation 
working on food and nutrition security, the women are going back to their native wisdom to, at least, secure 
the health of their coming generations

Ever since she participated 
in the 15-day nutrition 
camp that was held in 

her Nuagaon Village, in Bissam 
Cuttack Block of Odisha’s 
Rayagada District, Chandrabati 
Kadraka, 22, has been a happy 
woman. For the first time since 
her daughter, Tiki, was born 
two years and four months ago, 
she now knows how to properly 
nurture her into a healthy child. 
Her baby girl is weak and, 
consequently, falls ill quite 
frequently, giving the young 
mother sleepless nights. 

“Fortunately, I have 
understood the importance of 
having a balanced meal put 
together from locally grown 
produce. We have a variety of 
foods, including various types of 
tubers and roots gathered from 
nearby forests, which are unique 
to our diet. Previously, we were 
hesitant to feed them to our kids. 
However, at the camp, I came to 
know how our tribal foods are 
highly nutritious, particularly 
for children,” elaborates 
Chandrabati. In Nuagaon, 12 
mothers with children under 
three years of age attended the 
camp. 

According to Bichitra Biswal 
of Living Farms, “Kondh tribal 
farmers were growing different 
varieties of traditional foods in 
the upland and hill areas. But 
with time most shifted to cash 

mandia or ragi (finger millet), 
juara (great millet), bajra 
(spiked millet), kangu (Italian 
millet), kodua (kodo millet), 
khira (barnyard millet) and 
suan (little millet). Millets are 
full of iron and calcium and it’s 
important for pregnant women 
to have them. As it is, tribal 
women are largely dependent 
on deriving nutrition from 
forest foods and it’s even more 
critical to have these when 
they are expecting so that both 
mother and child remain healthy 
during those critical days,” she 
explains. 

Pratima Kumuruka, another 
Kondh tribal woman, adds, 
“There are no chemical 
fertilisers in our foods so we 
do not see many pregnancy 
related complications among 
tribal women. Rather, if we take 
millets and pulses regularly, our 
children are healthier.”

These days, Krushna Toiba 
and his wife, Latika, of 
Badeipadar Village, too, are 
convinced that millets provide 
sufficient nutrition to children. 
That’s why when the Accredited 
Social Health Assistant (ASHA) 
worker of their village asked 
them to start complementary 
feed for their seven-month-old 
child, the duo decided to give 
mandia. “Today, our daughter 
eats all types of millets and she 
is healthy,” shares Krushna with 
a smile. 

Indeed, after participating 
in the nutrition camp and 
interacting with activists of 
Living Farms, there has been a 
definite transformation in the way 
the tribal people approach food. 
Notably, families like Toiba’s 
have even started cultivating 
their own little kitchen gardens 
to ensure a steady supply, 
whatever the season. 

“While earlier they used to 
typically grow three or four 
types of vegetables and that 
too during the monsoon season, 
nowadays they are sow 15-20 
varieties and harvest throughout 
the year,” says Biswal. 

Latika, for instance, has 
grown nearly 27 varieties of 
vegetables and fruits for family 
consumption in the small patch 
in her backyard. “We do not 
buy vegetables from the local 
haat (market) as the produce 
is adequate for all of us,” she 
declares proudly. Most women 
have taken to growing nutrition 
garden in their backyard. 
“We collected seeds from 
neighbouring villages by sharing 
seeds of traditional crops and 
presently we have a variety of 
seeds. So much so that we do 
not have to buy them from the 
market; rather, we collect and 
preserve our own,” says Majia 
Kumuruka. 

Whereas good farming 
practices are one aspect of 
healthy eating, preparing meals 
is another. A few elderly tribal 
women share their concerns 
about the indifference of the 
younger generation with regard 
to the traditional preparations. 
“Our food is our identity, once 
our food is lost we will be lost,” 
remarks Rupa Kumuruka, 52, 
of Badeipadar Village, rather 
ominously. However, from the 
time Living Farms has been 
organising recipe festivals, 
during which the community 
elders rustle up some delicious 
dishes from millets and other 
forest foods, there’s been a revival 

of interest. These versions, of 
course, are tweaked to catch the 
imagination of the youngsters, 
who are more attracted to spicy 
street fare easily available in 
haats. Young daughters-in-law 
are trying their hand at making 
ladoos, halwa, pakora from 
finger millet, Niger and foxtail 
millet. “In the recipe festival, 
the emphasis is on making 
wholesome dishes that children 
will relish,” says Biswal.

Lalita Mandai, whose son 
is going to turn three, says, 
“Not only have I learnt how 
to use cereals, pulses, tubers, 
spinach and vegetables to make 
interesting meals I have seen 
how to prepare a special kind 
of chattua (food powder) from 
millets and nuts which is much 
better than any kind of readily 
available baby food in the 
market.” 

Chandrabati is also generously 
adding millets, pulses and 
tubers to their daily diet. “At 
home, I used to make khechudi 
with cooked rice, pulse and 
vegetables. But I have begun 
adding different tubers to this 
mix. Another dish Tiki loves is 
my millet kheer that is high on 
iron and calcium,” she says. 
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rakhi ghoSh, Rayagada, Odisha
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A tribal woman feeding her son nutritious ragi soup. 

crop cultivation for money. 
Naturally, the highly nutritious 
foods have disappeared from 
their plates. Through the camps, 
we are trying to generate 
awareness around the good 
values of their indigenous fare.” 

Nutritionist Tapaswini Swain 
explains, “Tribal people are 
believed to be the closest to 
nature. They consume foods 
with very minimal processing 
and the duration from the field 
to the plate is less, hence the 
bioavailability of nutrients is 
very high. Millets, for example, 
grow in abundance and are a 
storehouse of nutrients, as they 
contain protein, fibre as well 
as micronutrients such as beta 
carotene, iron and calcium.” 

Every six months, Living 
Farms conducts an assessment 
of dietary diversity in 200 
villages across Bissam Cuttack, 
Muniguda and Chandrapur 
Blocks. “In Rayagada, there is 
immense food diversity – from 
pulses, millets and other grains 
to fruits, vegetables, tubers and 
mushrooms. We are promoting 
their nutritive value aggressively 
in order to encourage the locals 
to consciously make them a 
part of their food regime so that 
their health parameters improve. 
During our assessments, we 
found a marked change among 
those consuming these items 
regularly,” reveals Biswal.

Emphasising the need to have 
fresh, locally grown or gathered 

produce, Mangi Kumuruka, 
65, enumerates the wide 

array of millets they 
have to choose 

from. “There’s 

Most women like Majia Kumuruka (above) have taken to 
cultivating a nutrition garden in their backyard. 
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Anwari Begum, in her 
early 20s, is already a 
mother of five. She has 

four sons and a daughter, who is 
just one-and-a-half month old. 
She lives in a tiny room with a 
mezzanine floor in Mumbai’s 
crowded Dharavi, said to be the 
biggest slum in the world. Her 
husband, Ajibur Rehman, is a 
zari (an even thread traditionally 
made of fine gold or silver 
used in traditional Bengali, 
Indian, and Pakistani garments, 
especially as brocade in saris etc) 
craftsman, embellishing clothes 
with golden thread work. The 
couple moved to the Maximum 
City from Uttar Pradesh in 
search of better paying work. 
While life has otherwise been 
tough for the young woman, 
at least motherhood has been 
relatively easier with the recent 
birth of her daughter because she 
can now speak to a very special 
friend whenever she needs to 
check on something related to 

A friendly phone call makes 
motherhood healthy and happy
The mMitra programme, created by ARMMAN, or Advancing Reduction in Mortality 
and Morbidity of Mothers, Children and Neonates, a non-government organisation, is 
focused on reducing maternal, neonatal and child mortality and morbidity among the 
impoverished urban and rural communities. The initiative consists of a free mobile 
voice call service that provides culturally appropriate, comprehensive information, be 
it food and nutrition tips, timely prompts for regular doctor visits, or post child-birth 
care. Importantly, the voice calls are in the local dialect and specific to the woman’s 
gestational age or the age of the infant. For the mostly illiterate or semi-literate women 
who live in slum settlements like Mumbai’s Dharavi, the service has been a great help 
– from the comfort of their own home, they can instantly know more about their own 
needs during pregnancy as well as learn how best to care for their infant 
ranjita biSwaS, Mumbai
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Publicity material for 
mMitra, a free mobile voice 
call service.

Anwari Begum, mother of five, 
with her husband by her side.

her health, feeding practices or 
immunisation; she can even find 
answers to “sensitive, personal 
issues” that she feels too shy to 
discuss with anyone else.

Anwari’s confidante is not an 
actual person but a friendly voice 
that she can hear every time 
she accesses the mMitra app 
on her mobile phone. Mitra, or 
friend, is indeed an appropriate 
name for the app that provides 
pregnant women with pertinent 
advice on healthcare, both 
in the prenatal and postnatal 
stages, in the slums of Mumbai, 
and elsewhere. Anwari smiles 
shyly as she relates how she has 
benefited from mMitra, “Both 
my husband and I listen to the 
messages on the mobile. I can’t 
read that well but by regularly 
listening to the clips I have 
learnt a lot.” 

In a country like India, 
where nearly five women die 
every hour from complications 
developed during childbirth 
(according to the World 
Health Organisation), such 
an intervention that combines 
technology with much-needed, 
relevant information has the 
capacity to work wonders. 
Quality healthcare during 
pregnancy and childbirth can 
prevent many maternal deaths, 
yet globally only 64 per cent 
women go in for the mandatory 
four antenatal care visits that 
are needed to spot and treat 
problems as well as do necessary 
immunisations.

Fortunately, registering for 
the mMitra is very simple – a 
primary mobile number, be it 
of the expectant woman or a 
relative at home, and a consent 
signature is all that is required; 
no monetary subscription is 
involved. There are two sources 
through which the women can be 
enrolled. Firstly, through health 
workers posted in the antenatal/
postnatal clinics of municipal 
hospitals and maternity homes 
and they register women during 

their first check-up visit; and 
secondly, through community 
workers of the partner NGOs, 
who make home visits in slum 
communities. For instance, 
in Dharavi, ARMMAN colla-
borates with Sant Gadge 
Maharaj Samajik Sanstha which 
works in the area of community 
development.

The messages on the app 
start with a jingle and then the 
prepared text is read out. Calls 
are made usually between 7 
am and 9.30 am but they can 
be adjusted to the recipient’s 
preferred time. If the woman 
misses a call she can call back 
on the number, which is toll-
free, and the message is repeated 
next day. Altogether 145 calls 
(between one-and-a-half to 
two minutes each) are made to 
the registered woman – at  the 
antenatal stage, it’s twice a week 
and during postnatal care, once 
a week.

After the baby is born, the 
call starts with the message: 
‘Congrats! Now you have to 
look after the baby’ followed by 
information on breast feeding, 
the vaccination schedule, and 
so on. In the first week, calls 
are made once a day; from the 
second week and up to three 
months, twice a week. From the 
fourth month to the child’s first 
birthday calls are made once 
a week to advise on nutrition, 
hygiene, etc. When the woman 
is expecting her second baby, the 

schedule is repeated. According 
to peer workers, also known as 
sakhis, or friends, on an average, 
there are three children per 
family in the slum localities.

Like Anwari, Sajida (name 
changed), a mother of three, 
has benefitted immensely from 
connecting with mMitra. Her 
husband and she were able 
to take an informed decision 
on limiting their family after 
they had a consultation with 
their local sakhi and listened in 
carefully to the app messages. 
Sajida courageously went in 
for sterilisation, despite the fact 
that the elders in the family 
were not happy, as she did not 
want any more children. Indeed, 
resistance from the elders is 
always a possibility and even 
creates conflict at times, but the 
women are able to stick to their 
plans as they usually have their 
husband on their side. In fact, 
women reveal that because they 
keep very busy with household 
chores, often it’s their husband 
who actually reminds them of 
accessing the app. 

Incidentally, one of the 
reasons behind the success of 
mMirtra is a committed group 
of sakhis, who are constantly 
in touch with the women. Asha 
Shinde, a sakhi, says, “Initially, 
the community women used to 
be quite suspicious of our work 
and were reluctant to share 
their personal mobile numbers. 
Nowadays, they themselves 

get in touch with us.” Shinde 
has been associated with the 
programme since 2014. Other 
sakhis like Rohini Bhakar and 
Kalpana Pawar, too, have had 
the same experience. Their 
concerted efforts have resulted 
in the registration of 12000 
women over the last two years.

Bhakar reveals, “We had 
started out in a small way in 2013. 
Whereas women were quite 
hesitant to share their lives with 
us in the beginning, these days 
they voluntarily inform us if a 
woman in the neighbourhood is 
pregnant so that we can visit her. 
Their attitude has changed.” 

The brain behind ARMMAN 
is Dr Aparna Hegde, obstetricist 
and gynaecologist, who 
conceptualised the intervention 
focused on home-based care 
during her work at Mumbai’s 
Sion Hospital, an important 
tertiary facility in the city. 
She was able to gauge the 
gaps in available informat-
ion and support for women in 
the reproductive age in poor 
communities. 

As the ARMMAN agenda 
asserts: ‘Every eight minutes 
a mother dies in childbirth 
in India. For every maternal 
death in India, 20 more women 
suffer from lifelong health 
impairments that result from 
complications during their 
pregnancies. The majority of 
these deaths are among women 
in the 15-29 age group, at the 
prime of their reproductive 
lives. The most tragic aspect of 
these deaths is that about 90 per 
cent of them are avoidable’. The 
mMira app is one way to ensure 
that the women always have a 
friendly counsel to turn to so 
that motherhood is healthy and 
happy. 

(Courtesy: Women’s Feature Service)

A group of sakhis. These women are constantly in touch with 
young mothers, advising them what to do. 

In slum settlements like 
Dharavi in Mumbai, women 
have benefitted from the 
mMitra service as they get 
competent health advice in the 
comfort of their homes.
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Raja Begum has not 
known a day of peace 
since the September 

2014 floods devastated her life. 
The raging waters of the Jhelum 
claimed more than 280 lives and 
damaged property worth crores 
across Jammu and Kashmir. “It 
would have been better if we 
had died,” laments the middle-
aged woman, who hails from 
Pallan Ghat Village in District 
Baramula’s Pattan Block. She 
adds, “Being homeless is worse 
than being hungry.”

Ever since her one-storey 
home, located on the banks 
of the Jhelum, around 35 
kilometres from state capital 
Srinagar, collapsed, she and 
her unmarried daughter have 
been living in a shed by the 
river. At 50, Raja Begum, the 
mother of three children and 
six grandchildren, struggles for 
survival everyday although it’s 
the lack of a permanent home 
that gives her sleepless nights. 
“The structure of the shed is 
weak and we are at the mercy of 
the elements. Inside, the space is 
cramped; we have set up a little 
kitchen in one corner and we 
sleep in the other. It’s difficult 
live like this – without the hope 
of things ever changing for the 
better. Two years have already 
passed and we don’t have 
anywhere else to go,” she says. 

Begum, a widow, makes ends 
meet by selling fish – she earns 

No help in sight two years after 
floods swept away their homes
Kashmiris just can’t seem to catch a break – whether it’s the violence or the vengeful weather. Sans roads, 
a local heath facility, proper livelihood or education, the hardships of the residents of Pallan Ghat in the 
state’s Baramula District are severe. The community believes that securing an accommodation has to be the 
starting point of their return to a normal existence. But there seems to be no light at the end of the tunnel for 
them yet. Even as they fight for homes under the Indira Awaas Yojana, they have received a government 
notice asking them to evacuate the area which the order terms as “encroached land”

a paltry Rs 1500 per month, 
which is certainly not enough to 
get by. However, stepping out of 
the home to earn a living is still 
not the easiest of things for her 
to do. When she was married to 
Ghulam Mohi-ud-din Wani, her 
first husband from whom she 
has two children, she ran the 
household from his earnings as a 
fisherman. After he passed away 
from a brain haemorrhage, she 
married Mohammad Ismail Dar, 
also a fisherman, who passed 
away in 2010 in an accident. It 
was only then that she was forced 
to rethink her entire existence. 

Begum's routine is rather 
punishing: she leaves home 
at daylight and sources fresh 
catch. Then she traverses on 
foot, with the heavy basket 
load on her head, to the nearby 
villages of Palhallan, Pattan and 
Zangam in the hope of tempting 
homemakers to purchase fish. 
Fortunately, her 21-year-old 
daughter is around to take care 
of the chores when she’s out. 

Begum's eldest son, Mushtaq 
Ahmad Wani, 32, has his own 
problems to contend with. A 
daily wager he has to feed a 
family of eight, including six 
children, with the Rs 5000 he 
makes every month. He, too, 
lives in a temporary shelter near 
his mother’s shed-home. While 
his three sons are in school, the 
elder one works alongside him to 
bring home some much-needed 

additional income. Whereas they 
are used to the rough times, what 
bothers them immensely today 
is that despite repeated efforts 
they haven’t been able to push 
the administration enough to 
secure their entitlements under 
the Indira Awaas Yojana (IAY), 
the flagship government housing 
scheme for the rural poor. In 
fact, the disturbing reality has 
frustrated several other families 
in Pallan Ghat as well. 

Like other flood-affected 
families, both Begum and 
her son received Rs 1.5 lakh 
as compensation from the 
government, money that they 
used to buy small plots of land 
near their old homes in the 
village. “We had thought that 
we would be able to make two 
rooms with the money that 
would be sanctioned under the 
IAY so we did the paperwork 
accordingly,” reveals Begum. So 
far, they are waiting. “We went 
through a proper verification 
process and our name is in the 
list of beneficiaries but our 
case is stuck along with many 
others,” she says. Unofficially, 
the block officials have told her 
that most likely either she or her 
son would receive the financial 
assistance as and when it comes 
through, not both. 

As such, only select IAY 
applications are forwarded by 
the panchayat to the Directorate 
of Social Welfare from which 
the department usually selects a 
couple of beneficiaries for the Rs 
75000 grant. That, unfortunately, 
has translated into a long wait 
for the more than 40 families 
that have lost their homes in 
flood. “What I wouldn’t do for 
a home of my own! I used have 
one but it got snatched away. 
Now, I don’t know if I will ever 
get it back. I don’t know for 
how long I can bear it. As it is, 
none of us have been able to get 
past the harrowing memories of 
those days; there is no end to 
this nightmare,” says Begum, 
her voice riddled with pain and 
resentment. 

Indeed, everyone in Pallan 
Ghat has vivid recollections of 
the floods. Young Mohammad 
Rafiq shares, “When the river 
started rising at around 2am 

everyone gathered whatever 
belongings they could and ran 
to take refuge at the nearby 
government high school. We all 
stayed there for over a month 
and the people took care of each 
other during that time. When 
the waters started to recede we 
ventured back. The damage was 
heartbreaking. Those who had 
no homes left made sheds; most 
continue to live in them.”

Begum adds, “We cleared the 
debris and constructed temporary 
shelters with our own hands. The 
village was cut off for nearly 
three months. My grandson, who 
had been working as a labourer 
in the city during the floods, was 
unable to speak to us for that 
period of time because there had 
been a complete breakdown of 
communication and all roads 
had been wiped out.”

Significantly, their tough 
circumstances have taken a 
toll on the education of their 
children as well as their health. 
Mohammad Rafiq talks about 
how he has had to give up studies, 
“I did attend school till Class 11 
but then my parents needed me 
to chip in the household income. 
There are many children who 
have quit school and though 
many of us want to study further 
we cannot due to financial 
constraints. It has been hard 
for all of us to get back on our 
feet.” These days, Rafiq works 

afSana raShid, Baramula, Kashmir

as a labourer. Begum’s grand-
daughter dropped out of school 
because her mother needed her. 
“My daughter-in-law’s arm had 
been operated upon in Srinagar 
before the floods and the 
treatment had cost over a lakh of 
rupees. Later on, she was unable 
to go back for follow up check-
ups because of the devastation. 
Moreover, there is no health 
dispensary here so her condition 
hasn’t improved.” The daughter-
in-law adds, “Doctors have 
advised mandatory check-ups 
but, look at our situation – we 
can’t afford to rebuild our home 
forget paying for healthcare.” 

“We have spent our entire 
lives here. Either the government 
should provide us alternate land 
or allow us to construct our 
houses here. Presently, we have 
no place to live and no support 
to rely upon,” rues Mohammad 
Maqbool Khuroo. Raja and her 
neighbour Noora Begum, 55, 
have the final word, “We were 
anyway an ignored lot – we never 
had proper healthcare or income 
generation opportunities; now 
we have been rendered homeless 
as well. Accommodation is our 
first priority. That will at least 
enable us to move on from our 
misery.”

(Courtesy: Women’s Feature Service)
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Raja Begum has been living in a shed since the September 
2014 floods in Kashmir swept away her one-storey home. 

Many residents of Pallan Ghat Village live in makeshift 
structures on the banks of the Jhelum; there are no basic 
facilities such as roads or health centres even now.
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Yet another instance of art 
losing out to modernity 

Alpona is the Bengali 
name for beautiful floor 
paintings. The art was 

part of rituals linked to Hindu 
festivals. The name differs from 
one region to another. While it 
is alpona in Bengal and Assam, 
it is aripana in Bihar, pakhamba 
in Manipur, jinnuti in Odisha, 
mandana in Rajasthan, rangoli 
in Maharashtra, sathia in 
Gujarat, chowkpurana or sona 
rakhna in Uttar Pradesh, likhnu 
in Himachal Pradesh, apna in 
Almora and Nainital regions, 
kolam in Tamil Nadu and 
muggulu in Andhra Pradesh. 

The white lines of the 
painting are deftly made by 
dipping fingers into rice paste. 
Sometimes, a dash of red, made 
generally with alaktaka dye or 
alta as it is called in Bengali, is 
added as relief but most of the 
time, the designs are in simple 
white. It is exclusively the 
domain of women and girls. Or 
rather was, because it is a fading 
art and now, with printed floor 
stickers taking the place of the 
intricate, hand-drawn designs.

Within such an ambience 
of cultural and creative loss, 
Sarbari Chowdury, who has been 
living in Arizona for years, has 
paid a lovely tribute to the art of 
the alpona with a documentary 
titled Broto Alpona. Broto can 
be loosely translated to mean 
ritual. The film focuses primarily 
on how the designs are dictated 
by the occasion and the purpose 
of the depiction. The film offers 
an enriching and educative 
experience about an art that is 
losing out to modernity and the 
changing priorities of women, 
who have either never been 
taught the art or did not have 
the time or inclination to learn it 
from older generations. 

What motivated Sarbari to 
make this film? “As a child I had 
seen my grandmothers perform 
many brotos – the simple 
rituals accompanied by lyrical 
chharras (small rhymes) and, 
most importantly, the beautiful 
alponas they drew – filling the 
puja room with dainty, lace-
like motifs. The motifs changed 
with the ritual or festival it was 
associated with. The house was 
fragrant with dhoop (incense). 
However, all that seemed to 
have disappeared even in my 
parent’s generation. The beauty 
of those alponas lingered with 
me. On a visit to my ancestral 
village Aminpur, I went around 
asking folks there about these 
brotos and their alponas. The 
new generations even in villages 
no longer practise the numerous 
brotos, and the alponas today 
are just for decoration. This 
motivated me to study the subject 
and then the film happened,” 
says Sarbari. 

The brotos described and 
illustrated in the film include the 
punni pukur broto, dosh putul 
broto, senjuti broto, gaye holud 
ad bou boron (used exclusively 
at weddings), aranya shashti 
broto (where the forests are 
worshipped), the lokkhi puja 
broto and so on.  The designs 
differ according to the occasion 
but the purpose of all of them 
are more or less the same – 
they petition the gods for good 
husbands, good in-laws and the 
gift of sons as well as the grace 
to be good daughters-in-law. 
Sabari concedes that this is a 
very chauvinistic practice as it 
centres on the marriage of a girl 
and her life as a good wife and 
daughter-in-law. 

The lure of forms of mass 
entertainment, such as television, 

the spread of education among 
girls which resulted in diluting  
the importance of rituals based 
on superstition, and the changes 
in lifestyle and beliefs which the 
spread of women’s employment 
brought in its wake are the 
reasons for the fading away 
of this art form, according to 
Sarbari.  Her film was shot 
entirely on location in Bolpur 
(Birbhum); Krishna Nagar 
(Nadia) and Aminpur (South 
Dinajpur). The art department 
of Vishwa Bharati helped her 
design the locations to give them 
the look she had in mind. 

“My art director Amit 
Chatterjee made the locations 
look as if they belonged to the 
early 1900s. Even the path 
through the palm trees was 
just perfect. Chatterjee and his 
team created magic and the 
villagers helped us recreate the 
brown mud house look,” Sabari 
explained. “I was lucky to find a 
content expert. Sumitra Mondol 
of Krishnanagar is an expert at 
brotos and is a talented artist; 
she and her grandson were my 
consultants for this project. 

There is very little documented 
information on broto alponas. 
Abanindonath Tagore’s Meyeder 
Broto Kotha is an important 
foundation. But I could not find 
a single video on this subject 
and only a very slim volume 
in English,” she says.  The film 
has a beautiful musical score 
that never dominates the visuals 
or the subject and yet leaves 
behind a resonance. “Pandit 
Kumar Mukherjee worked with 
me for the score while Pandit 
Rupak Kulkarni provided the 
flute. Kumar took great pains 
to compile the music and his 
extremely talented disciples lent 
creative support. We added the 
Bangla dhol later on and though 
it was next to impossible to get 
a dhol player, Kumar managed 
to find one,” Sarbari says. The 
only downside is that a few of 
the girls picked to play young 
brides are a bit too urban and 
classy to fit into the old village 
surroundings.

When Sarbari failed to 
source funding for the film, her 
husband and some close friends 
pitched in to make it possible. 
Wherever broto alpona has 
been screened, the response 
has been overwhelming. When 
it was screened as part of the 
22nd Kolkata International Film 
Festival last November, the hall 
had an occupancy of 80 per cent, 
unusual for a documentary. Many 
women approached Sarbari 
to tell her of their childhood 
memories and thanked her for 
bringing the dying art form into 
the public domain. The film won 
the Award of Achievement at 
the Chandler International Film 
Festival. <

An NRI film-maker, nostalgic about her memories of the lace-like motifs hand-painted 
by her grandmother on the floor and walls of the puja room in her childhood home 
to celebrate religious festivals, sets out to document an art that is fast fading. Broto 
Alpona, a documentary, draws overwhelming response wherever it is screened
ShoMa a. ChattErji, Kolkata

The film's director, Sarbari 
Chowdury.
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An elderly woman prepares 
rice paste used to draw the 
lines and designs.

An exquisitely drawn alpona.
Each alpona is specific to a 
festival or ritual. 

Art director Amit Chatterjee and his team, with villagers' 
help, created this brown mud-house look.
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