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She is her own woman, 
sets an example for 
others to follow             2

Migrants – strangers in 
their own land, sadly
We are  one nation, politically, but internal migrants are strangers in an alien environment. 
The world thinks of Syrian refugees and Mexican immigrants when the media focuses 
on the plight of displaced persons, or Kashmiri pundits, or Narmada Dam oustees. 
The less visible ones are those like Pratik, Chinni and Krishna, who are also forcibly 
displaced by a model of development that prioritises mega-projects rather than the 
wellbeing of people, especially the rural millions who are bypassed by progress

Guru spreads the up-
holstery cloth flat on the 
floor and deftly cuts it to 

the required size for the cushions 
on the divan, but his gaze keeps 
wandering to the bright red fancy 
sofa set behind him. Finally, he 
asks the lady of the house who 
has engaged him, “This sofa – 
you bought it online?” Yes, she 
nods. After a pause he offers, 
diffidently, “Must have cost less 
than what my carpenter uncle 
quoted for you last month?” Yes, 
she nods again. 

After a pause, Guru adds softly, 
almost to himself, “I know. You 
look at the nice pictures they 
put on the computer – but it is 
not always pucca (solid) work, 
the fabric will fade soon, the 
wood will peel…”  The woman 
is aghast – her friend who 
had ordered sofas online three 
months ago had grumbled, just 
this morning, that the woodwork 
was already peeling. 

“Kaarigars (artisans) are 
starving, maaji,” Guru says. 
“The big companies, with 
advertisements, undercut us, 
they pay their workers less than 
fair wages, and attract buyers. 
There is no future for people 
like us who take pride in doing 
a pucca job.” 

Guru migrated from Chauri 
Chaura (near Gorakhpur – made 

famous by Gandhiji) in Uttar 
Pradesh to Bengaluru, to find 
work  since his family’s small 
farm could no longer  sustain 
the family. An uncle who 
had moved down earlier, had 
suggested he try the booming 
“IT city”.  Through occasional   
piece work he makes enough 
to feed himself, pay a rent of 
Rs 2500 for a small  shared 
room and send the odd hundred 
rupees home to his wife and 
three children; he  tries to visit 
them once in two or three years 
(“but it is expensive, maaji,” 
he says, “Kya karen (what to 
do).” 

Guru is one of tens of 
thousands of “internally 
displaced migrants" from the 
rural areas, who have left their 
ancestral  land and families in 
search of work  in the cities, 
because “there is nothing left  
in the villages”. The city spells 
“money, modern comforts 
and the good life” – but they  
realise, too late, that they pay a 
heavy  price for cash earnings 
that do not compensate for 
other dimensions of life that 
are equally  important.

Family life, for one. Guru’s 
youngest child barely knows 
him. He misses his Bhojpuri 
interactions, the social inter-
course, the succulent vegetables 
radish and jowar (sorghum, 
a hardsy crop) fresh from the 
ground, the clean air, the cool  
water quaffed  from a stream, 
the spicy  dals his wife cooked. 
He eats out now, with an eye 
on the cost, and can’t afford his 
favourite North Indian dishes. 
His grandmother is 100 years 
old; he hopes to see her when 
he goes “home” in April.

Many such migrants from 
the interior work as security 
guards in Indian cities. The pay 
is low – part of their earnings 
goes to the agencies that they 

come through (which is their only 
option when they don’t speak 
the local language), leaving just 
enough to keep body and soul 
together. Krishna came from 
Assam to Bengaluru  in search of 
a living as his farm too was unable 
to feed the family. His mother is 
now ill with cancer, the land got  
sold to meet  expenses, and he has 
to also repay the hefty loan he had 
to take for her treatment. 

“Going to see my mother, wife 
and sons becomes expensive,” 
Krishna says, “and if we go, 
the agency may not take us on 
again when we return after a 
month or two.” He is learning 
the local language, Kannada, but 
everything – the spoken word, the 
food, the customs – feels alien. 
“Sure, I miss my family but what 
can I do? The school I went to 
didn’t empower me to get  decent  
work, we couldn’t afford college 
education, I have to be glad if I 
earn enough to stave off hunger,” 
he says, flashing a  wide smile, 
in spite of the grimness of his 
comment.

Pratik, 23, also working as a 
security guard, is from Bihar and 
still finding his feet in the big 
metropolis. Even finding his way 
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to work, taking two buses from 
his shared room causes problems 
as he doesn’t speak Kannada or 
English – most migrants are 
school dropouts. Last month his 
mobile phone was stolen, so he 
cannot even be contacted by his 
agency to work out his weekly 
posting schedule.

Along the pavements at busy 
intersections of Benguluru, 
rustic Rajasthani women in 
their traditional red lehengas 
(a form of skirt which is long, 
embroidered and pleated) sit 
stringing colourful ceramic 
beads into bracelets and 
mobiles. Many of them have 
infants in arms. Why did you 
come here? I ask them. “Pet 
ke liye (to feed our stomachs),” 
they say blandly. The bracelets 
are very pretty – and fashionable 
(a visiting American bought 20, 
to give as gifts to friends back 
home – “Imagine, less than 50 
cents each, and so beautiful 
too!” he gushed.) The women 
don’t speak Kannada and curl up 
at night in a corner.  The same 
bracelets sell for four times  the 
price, in handicraft emporia.

Continued on page 5

Cane workers seen here, some of Bengaluru's migrants.

sakuntala narasimhan, Bengaluru

An Odisha terracota 
worker, another migrant.
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Nine years after her 
husband died, Moti 
Meena, a feisty tribal 

woman, is a senior health 
worker with a non-government 
organisation that runs three 
clinics in remote villages of 
Salumber Block in Udaipur. 
She spreads awareness about 
health and nutrition, educates 
women on ante- and post-
natal care, follows up on 
tuberculosis patients during 
the community outreach, and 
counsels walk-ins at the clinic 
at Berawal Gram Panchayat. 
Married at 18, widowed at 28, 
Moti has certainly struggled 
hard to get back on her feet 
and establish herself as an 
independent woman. 

She is her own woman, sets an 
example for others to follow
Moti Meena has done what not many women of her lot would have had the courage to do – she stood up for 
what she believed in, shunned regressive practices imposed in the name of tradition, and refused to remain 
imprisoned within the four walls of her home after the demise of her husband. As is the custom, widows 
in southern Rajasthan are under tremendous pressure to adhere to oppressive social customs, especially 
remarrying within the marital family and limiting their mobility. But when Moti lost her husband to an unknown 
illness in 2007, she declined to remarry and made up her mind to work to support her three sons
renu rakesh, Udaipur, Rajasthan

Moti and her husband had 
worked hard to build a life 
together, which abruptly came to 
an end with his untimely demise. 
When she had got married in 1997, 
she used to stay in a joint family 
with her parents-in-law and her 
husband’s two younger brothers in 
their village, Manpur. When one of 
his brothers got married in 2001, 
her husband decided to move out 
of the small home. While he used 
to routinely go to Ahmadabad in 
the neighbouring state of Gujarat to 
find work, eventually he managed 
to get a job with a non-government 
organisation near home itself. He 
used to help them organise literacy 
camps in the area. It wasn’t easy 
to make ends meet on his meagre 
salary of Rs 1000 especially with 
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three sons to provide for, so 
when in 2006 an anganwadi 
(nursery) centre was to be set up 
in Manpur, Moti decided that it 
was time for her to step out of 
the home. 

“There were only two 
educated women in Manpur 
at the time. I have studied till 
Class Five so I got the job as the 
anganwadi helper while another 
woman who had completed 
her education till Class Eight 
became the anganwadi worker. I 
got Rs 500 per month to cook, do 
the dishes, clean the campus and 
generally assist the anganwadi 
worker. Although we hail from a 
conservative background my in-
laws didn’t object to my working 
because my husband was alive 
and I had his support,” Moti 
recalls.

Meanwhile, Moti’s husband 
fell ill and his health started 
deteriorating rapidly. “We didn’t 
know what he was suffering 
from; no one could diagnose 
his disease and it was a very 
frustrating and disheartening 
time for us. Desperate for some 
kind of remedy, on the advice of 
the villagers, I even took him to 
Dungarpur, over 100 kilometres 
away, to a Muslim shrine. But 
nothing helped,” she says. 

Moti was working at the 
anganwadi when she heard of 
her husband’s passing. “Within 
four months I had lost him. 
Even today, it’s very painful to 
relive those days,” she shares. 
Of course, what followed after 
his death was no less tormenting. 
The elders started telling her to 
get married again and when 
she refused outright she was 
subjected to domestic violence. 
One of her brothers-in-law 
beat her up for being defiant 
but because “the villagers were 
backing me up and also my own 
parents I was able to resist the 
pressure”. 

What worked in Moti’s favour 
was the fact that activists of 
Aajeevika Bureau came to her 
village to organise a health camp. 
“When people from Aajeevika 
Bureau came and spoke to us 
about healthcare and asked if 
anyone of us could become a 
community health volunteer, I 
immediately decided I wanted 

to be one,” she elaborates. 
Aajeevika Bureau, a non-profit 
working in the remote villages 
of Salumber Block, runs a family 
empowerment programme for 
rural women. “The programme 
is aimed at increasing the 
capacities and agency of such 
women so that they can take 
greater control of their lives and 
the well-being of their families,” 
says Abha Mishra of Aajeevika 
Bureau. What impressed the 
activists about Moti was her 
sense of commitment and her 
rapport with the people.  

Moti’s decision to work 
with Aajeevika and go for the 
capacity-building training did 
not go down well with her in-
laws who threw her out the house 
and refused to look after her boys 
in her absence. Her parents, who 
live 35 kilometres away, stepped 
in to take in her children and also 
support her financially. In March 
2009, Moti underwent a two-day 
training at Aajeevika Bureau’s 
office in Salumber. On returning, 
she immediately jumped into 
her work as a health volunteer 
communing everyday from her 
natal village to Manpur. 

Moti would organise 
meetings of the women in her 
village, tell them about family 
planning measures, spacing 
between children, distribute 
contraceptives, as well as ante-
natal and pre-natal care. For this 
she earned a small but welcome 
sum of Rs 500.  “But as I 
interacted with the people from 
Aajeevika, I slowly realised that 
I needed to study further if I 
hoped to go ahead in this field,” 
she says.  Consequently, Moti sat 
for Class Eight examination as a 
private candidate in 2009 and 
later passed her Class 10 from 
open school system in 2012. 

In 2012, Moti was given the 
opportunity to go for a nine-
month paramedic training 
to Bilaspur in Chhattisgarh. 
Whereas the stint enabled her 
to upgrade her skills it didn’t 
auger too well for her sons who 
had to live with their paternal 
grandparents for that period. 
Her eldest, Jayanti, ended up 
dropping out because the elders 
would abuse him if he went to 
school; they wanted him to work 

in the farm and graze goats. 
After some days, he ran away to 
Moti’s parents. When she came 
back from the training, she tried 
to put him into school but it was 
too late. Presently, her other 
two sons, Kailash and Shravan, 
are in Classes Eight and Four, 
respectively. 

Today, Moti is posted at the 
Berawal Clinic being run by 
Aajeevika Bureau. Incidentally, 
the NGO has three clinics at 
Berawal, Manpur and Ghated 
Gram Panchayats. Each clinic 
has three nurses and two senior 
health workers. One of the health 
workers is a woman. The clinics 
provide OPD services from 9 am 
to 5 pm every day and round-
the-clock emergency services.

The facility at Berawal covers 
three panchayats – Berawal, 
Khajuri and Sati Ki Chori – and 
often Moti has to traverse nearly 
five kilometres a day to reach 
remote households. She lives 
in a rented accommodation in 
Berawal, paid for by Aajeevika,  
which also takes care of her 
electricity and water bills. She 
has 15 volunteers reporting to 
her; most are illiterate. 

“They do what I did until 
a few years ago,” she says, 
“I attend their meetings once 
a month.” These days, she is 
getting a salary of Rs 9300 and 
is happy that she is doing a job 
she is passionate about. “I lost 
my husband to an undiagnosed 
disease; I don’t want others to 
die as he did. My team of health 
volunteers and I have raised 
awareness levels in villages 
about health issues,” Moti says 
proudly. 

Interestingly, Moti has set 
her sights higher now. She 
wants to become a qualified 
nurse. Dr Pavitra Mohan, 
Aajeevika Bureau’s director 
(Public Health), informs, “She’s 
studying hard to pass her Class 
12, the eligibility criterion for 
getting into a nursing school.” 
Moti has the last word, “When 
one steps outside home, one’s 
knowledge increases. Now I 
want to know everything!” 

(Courtesy: Women’s Feature Service)

Moti Meena (right) has overcome her personal struggles to 
emerge as a committed health-care worker. 

Moti holds regular health 
meetings with locals across 
three panchayats in Udaipur 
District.

Spreading awareness about 
good health practices is one of 
the activities that she takes on 
seriously. 
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It seemed like apocalypse, but 
she bravely led from the front

Around 163 villages in 
Manipur’s Chandel 
District were badly 

affected by the flashfloods and 
subsequent landslides, and in 
Machi Block, 36 hamlets were 
completely isolated once the 
communication lines snapped 
and roads vanished. According 
to Shangnaidar Tontang, the 
area is anyway one of the 
most backward in the region 
considering the sustained 
violence they have witnessed 
over the past few decades. 

“From the late 1980s and early 
1990s, conflict and violence has 
been a part of everyday life here. 
This was the site of one of the 
worst ethnic clashes between 
the Kukis and Nagas, and people 
haven’t really been able to 
regain a full sense of normalcy 
since then. Moreover, as it’s a 
border, district clashes between 
the army and the insurgents is 
another regular feature. There 
are frequent combing operations 
carried out as well. All this 
has, unfortunately, ensured that 
communities are unable to get 
back on their feet and move 
forward. There is anyway a 
sense of fear among the locals 
and the disaster seemed to be the 
last straw. Everything simply 
came to a standstill,” Tontang 
shares. 

It was as if they had been 
caught in a nightmare that 

showed no signs of ending. 
Roads linking the small villages 
dotting the countryside were 
wiped out, bridges and several 
culverts were either damaged or 
swept away by the raging waters, 
and homes at the riverfront 
were submerged. Crops and 
vegetables fields were gone. 

“Without food, drinking water 
or medical care, and worst of 
all, no means to get in touch 
with each other, things were 
on a downward spiral. I clearly 
remember the shock I felt when I 
heard the news of a nine-member 
family being buried alive in the 
landslide at Joumuol Village 
where the disaster claimed 21 
lives. Those were some really 
difficult days that have stretched 
into months now,” Tontang says, 
her eyes clouding with pain.

Although Tontang, who 
runs the NGO, Weaker 
Sections Development Council 
(WSDC), was already working 
with grassroots women on 
livelihood issues, she found 
she had to switch gears in 
the aftermath of the natural 
calamity. “We basically work 
for women’s empowerment 
and on development initiatives. 
But when disaster struck, my 
colleagues and I decided to 
concentrate on relief work,” 
she explains. While this wasn’t 
something any of them had 
ever attempted, in view of the 

<

It has taken months for families in Chandel District of Manipur to get back to some semblance of a life that 
was so cruelly destroyed by the unprecedented deluge last year. Even thinking about the lashing rains, 
followed by massive landslides, road cave-ins, a bridge collapse, and hundreds of crumbling homes, brings 
chilling fear back to her bones. But if it wasn’t for Shangnaidar Tontang, the affected communities wouldn’t 
have been able to tide over the difficult time. With no previous experience in either emergency response or 
rehabilitation, it’s been a huge learning curve for her, but living amidst the disaster and looking for solutions, 
keeping women, children and elders in mind, has enabled Tontang to make a difference
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prevailing emergency, they went 
ahead anyway.  “We started 
off by touring the area on foot. 
There were no roads left so it 
was not easy to traverse long 
distances but that was the only 
way to assess the actual extend of 
damage and see what needed our 
immediate attention,” Tontang 
says. Incidentally, even as her 
team and she were out in field, 
the rains hadn’t ceased, making 
their survey activity harder than 
it already was. 

That initial investigation 
gave them clarity on the 
way forward. Given the 
widespread destruction of basic 
infrastructure, they realised 
that without heavy machinery 
it would be impossible to clear 
the larger debris. “Nonetheless, 
we knew we couldn’t just 
keep waiting around for relief 
to come from outside. There 
was an urgent need for food 
and other supplies and nothing 
would reach the people if the 
pathways were blocked. So we 
began by mobilising villagers 
to join us in clearing the internal 
roads that were inundated with 
mud and fallen trees,” Tontang 
elaborates. 

This wasn’t ideal because 
families were in a state of shock; 
however, Tontang and her team 
managed to motivate them to 
overcome their grief to ensure 
their survival. “We were in it 

together and I was ready to 
lead from the front; that finally 
galvanised them into action,” 
she reveals.

The going was tough. There 
were continuous setbacks owing 
to the unrelenting downpour – 
“with a lot of effort we would 
clear some area only to find it 
blocked once again in a matter of 
hours”. They somehow managed 
to make the smaller village roads 
serviceable but by then Tontang 
had understood that “physical 
work by the villagers and us” 
wouldn’t take them far. “Once 
I figured this out, the WSDC 
team and I started work on 
raising funds and managed to get 
assistance from humanitarian 
agencies such as the TATA Trust, 
CASA and SPHERE India, 
among others,” she says. With 
funds in hand, WSDC hired a 
JCB crane. “The roads had to 
be cleared in a big way and we 
needed proper equipment to get 
the job done quickly. The money 
came to us at the right time,” she 
remarks. 

What about government 
aid and intervention? “The 
administration had their job 
cut out as well. They were 
concentrating on getting the 
major trade routes to the region 
operational, especially the Indo-
Myanmar Road and another that 
leads to capital, Imphal. These 
are the key for movement of 
supplies and other aid. But we 
couldn’t wait till they managed 
to clear up those roads and come 
to us,” Tontang says. 

For 45 days, the JCB crane 
was deployed to clean out roads 
for up to 70 kilometres, enough 
for families to make their way to 
the nearest town, located in the 
adjoining Thoubal District. At 
the same time, it enabled rescue 
material to be brought to them. 
“For nearly two months no one 
had been able to go for work or 
buy their daily needs, including 
food. There was no way to get 
medicines or go to the hospital at 
Kakching in Thoubal. With the 
roads accessible mobility was 
restored and at least government 
vehicles with medicines, clothes 

and other things could come in 
without any problems,” narrates 
Tontang. 

“Communities have had to 
overcome loss on several fronts. 
They lost their family members, 
homes, livelihoods and, for the 
longest time, weren’t able to 
get back on their feet. Whereas 
the road blockages resulted 
in people not making it to the 
hospital in time, later on, water-
logging lead to the spread of 
waterborne diseases. With 
schools in Thoubal, children 
had to put their studies on hold 
temporarily,” says Tontang. 

Income generation became 
the biggest hurdle. “The main 
sources of earning here are 
agriculture, handicraft and 
handloom, and the sale of forest 
products like wild vegetables 
and firewood. The disaster had 
put a stop to all these activities,” 
says Tontang.

Today, the determined activist 
has taken on the task of preparing 
her people for any impeding 
disaster by introducing awareness 
programmes and rehab services. 
“We were caught unawares last 
year and had to struggle to find 
a foothold. In fact, for many the 
painful memories haven’t faded 
yet. We are conducting regular 
trauma counselling to help them 
deal with it. Besides this, we 
are doing trainings to empower 
communities to tackle floods 
and landslides. Though disasters 
cannot be predicted we will 
definitely be better prepared, 
emotionally and physically,” she 
says. 

(Courtesy: Women’s Feature Service)

Shangnaidar Tontang led the 
disaster management and 
rehabilitation work in the 
aftermath of the floods and 
landslides that hit Chandel 
District of Manipur.

With roads wiped out 
completely after the floods, 
people’s mobility was severely 
affected.

Pictures show the devastation caused by the landslide. For 
nearly two months, no one was able to go for work, buy their 
daily needs or get to the hospital at Kakching 
in Thoubal.
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The dreaded C, and how the 
marginalised cope
In a few years from now, cancer could well overtake cardiac 
diseases as the most widespread ailment and killer disease 
in India. However, treatment of the dreaded C, as it is often 
called, is expensive, long-drawn and available primarily only 
in health-care facilities run by private agencies or in large 
government hospitals in metropolitan cities or capitals of states. 
The other point is, chemotherapy is likely to have harmful side 
effects and cannot really ensure that the disease will not recur

Dr Ramesh Maturi, asso-
ciate professor in the 
department of Surgical 

Oncology at Mehdi Nawaj 
Jung Institute of Oncology 
(MNJIO) and Regional 
Cancer Centre, Hyderabad, 
says, “The governments of 
Telangana and Andhra Pradesh 
are planning to ramp up the 
cancer care services in those 
states. Medical professionals 
like me are recommending to 
the government that cancer 
diagnosis and treatment facilities 
must be expanded to the districts 
to minimise travel costs and 
income loss for daily wagers.” 
Pertinent points indeed, as the 
61-year old MNJIO is the only 
cancer-care facility run by the 
government in Telangana and 
Andhra Pradesh.

It is not surprising that the 
persons who seek diagnosis 
and treatment at MNJIO 

largely belong to financially 
disadvantaged families from 
various parts of the two states. 
Among them, are the frail looking 
and barely literate Ramamma, 
a former agricultural labourer 
who is around 45 years of age. 
She lives with her daughter, 
husband and older son in Tandur 
District in Telangana, which is 
situated about a couple of hours 
from Hyderabad. Accompanied 
by her sprightly 18-year old 
daughter, Swathi, she has been 
visiting MNJIO for investigation 
and treatment for more than two 
months after she began vomiting 
blood six months ago. 

A doctor in a private clinic in 
their home town who examined 
Ramamma, suspected she had 
a malignancy in her breast and 
suggested she visit MNJIO. 
“Diagnosis and treatment for 
my mother is satisfactory here. 
We could not have afforded the 

cost of care in a private hospital. 
Further, demonetisation made 
our life tougher as it was difficult 
to access even the small amount 
of money that my family has,” 
Swathi says. She adds that the 
economic situation of their 
household has been affected 
adversely because Ramamma is 
unable to earn and that they are 
incurring extra expenses on food 
when she is in hospital. This is 
likely to be the situation till 
Ramamma’s treatment is over.

When her mother is admitted 
at MNJIO for treatment, Swathi, 
who has studied up to Class X, 
sleeps on the floor near the bed 
and eats at the hospital canteen 
or eateries nearby. Now, this 
costs about 100 rupees a day 
for three meals. Her mother 
availed benefits under the 
Aarogyasri, a community health 
insurance scheme provided by 
the Governments of Andhra 
Pradesh and Telangana. The 
policy covers diagnosis, surgery, 
therapy and other expenditure 
up to two lakh rupees a year 
for serious illnesses for people 
below the poverty line. 

Ramamma could also travel 
free of charge by train while 
Swathi got a concession on her 
ticket, as attendant. Thanks to 
Swathi and her self-employed 
second brother who lives with 
his family in Hyderabad, this 
was possible.  

Let’s meet Khirad and 
her husband, Zaheer (name 
changed), age 28 and 30. 
The come from a village in 
Nizamabad District where they 
live in a small house on rent. 

Says Khirad, “Ever since Zaheer, 
who earned a living by driving 
an autorickshaw, was diagnosed 
with cancer three months back, 
we began to live at the house of 
my mother in Hyderabad. As we 
have no source of income, I earn 
around 2000 rupees per month as 
a domestic worker. That is hardly 
sufficient to meet our needs but 
Zaheer is unable to do any job at 
present and I lack academic or 
other qualifications to get better 
employment. At least, we do not 
have children or other people 
who depend on us financially.” 

Khirad was not aware of the 
rail travel discount available to 
Zaheer and herself for the nearly 
150-km-long trip that they make 
to their home town, sometimes. 

Khirad, Zaheer, Swathi, 
Ramamma, their respective 
families and some of the patients 
and their family members, who 
go to MNJIO, were aware about 
the gravity of cancer as a disease 
before they went there. However, 
they and many others do not 
know what causes cancer and 
how its impact can be minimised, 
especially by early detection. 

“As we have observed these 
realities, we decided to organise 
a camp for half a day to create 
awareness on breast cancer, one 
of the most common types of 
cancer. We did this on a Sunday 
morning in collaboration 
with the Greater Hyderabad 
Municipal Corporation at 
Arundhati Nagar, a low-income 
neighbourhood of Gandhi Nagar 
Ward in the city. Around 75 
women largely in the age range 
of 35-55 years turned up as 
they came to know of the camp 
through prior announcements 
and noticing their friends and 
neighbours. We plan to repeat 
this in other wards at least 
once in a month,” explains Dr 
Sowmya Korukonda, a surgical 
oncologist at MNJIO, who 
was among the seven surgical 
oncologists who conducted the 
educational sessions. 

It was not surprising to note 
that the affected arrived at the 
camp expecting to get medicines 
free of cost and that their 
ailments would be addressed. 
However, when they learnt that 
the camp was about cancer 
awareness, a few of them were 
initially worried. They were 
informed that cancer was not 
a communicable disease and 
the reasons for its occurrence 
included but were not limited 
to tobacco consumption, family 
history, carcinogens in the 
atmosphere, and ingestion of 
contaminated food and water. 

In a series of short and separate 
sessions, groups of 5-10 women 
belonging to Arundhati Nagar 
were briefed about the nature 
of breast cancer, when it was 
likely to manifest, how they 
could examine themselves and 
where they could seek clinical 
investigation and treatment, if 
necessary. While some of the 
women could not participate 
in the camp as they had to go 
for work, others had domestic 
chores. Most of those who par-
ticipated assured the organisers 
that they would spread the word 
among their family members, 
friends, neighbours and peers. 

“My knees and backache 
are due to 25 years of being a 
domestic worker and performing 
household chores. I went to the 
health camp expecting to receive 
medicines, prescription or at 
least guidance on how to address 
my aches. But I gained crucial 
information regarding breast 
cancer and was also advised 
where I could obtain treatment 
for my body pains. I will surely 
disseminate my learning among 
others,” says 46-year old Anita, 
a resident of Arundhati Nagar. 
Barely literate, she lives with 
her daughters who have studied 
up to Class X and work in the 
unorganised sector. 
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PushPa achanta, Hyderabad

Arundhati Nagar resident Anita and granddaughter after 
participating in a breast cancer awareness camp.

Patients and their caregivers in the waiting area of MNJIO, Hyderabad.

Dr Sowmya briefs Arundhati Nagar women residents about 
breast cancer self-examination.
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Zahida Bano, 62, lives with 
her ailing husband in a far 
off village in Bandipora 

District of Jammu and Kashmir. 
After mechanically going 
through the day’s chores she sits 
at the window sill of her small 
home in the mountains for the 
remainder of the day with her 
hands on her face. It was way 
back in 1993 that her eldest son, 
Mohamad Asim, 27 at the time, 
had left home. He hasn’t come 
back since. She believes he will 
return and that is why she keeps 
up her daily vigil at the window, 
hoping to catch a glimpse of 
him. “Asim will come,” she 
remarks, her eyes welling. 
Doctors believe that Zahida is 
otherwise okay, it’s just her grief 
that is making her sick.

“We have been living in a 
continuous state of fear and that 
has lead to a rise in patients of 
depression, anxiety and other 
conditions related to mental 
health. No matter how fast we 
think we are moving towards 
peace and development, there 
is always a lurking fear of being 
killed or getting caught in a 
curfew or being targeted by a 
mob or hit by the police,” points 
out Aadil Bashir, a Sociology 
professor at the University of 
Kashmir. 

A recent report released 
by Medicines Sans Frontiers 
(MSF) claims that one in five 
adults in Kashmir is living with 
post-traumatic stress disorder 
(PTSD) and that the prevalence 
of mental distress is significantly 
higher among women. It states: 
Fifty per cent women and 37 
per cent of men have probable 
depression, 36 per cent women 
and 21 per cent men have a 
probable anxiety disorder, and 
22 per cent women and 18 per 
cent men have probable PTSD. 

The study was conducted 
by MSF, in collaboration with 
University of Kashmir and 
Institute of Mental Health and 
Neurosciences (IMHNS), from 
October to December 2015 in 
399 villages across the Valley. 
Says Bashir, “Women who have 
been either directly or indirectly 
affected by conflict today suffer 
from various mental health 
ailments. It seems to me that 
we are heading towards a major 
mental health disaster and we 
are unable to do anything to 

Here, with little help, women 
struggle to hold on to sanity
In strife-torn Kashmir, where displacement, violence, and gun fights have been a part of everyday life for 
decades now, there are thousands of women – mothers, sisters, wives – who are struggling to keep their 
sanity. In fact, with more than 8000 disappearances over the past two decades, there are many women whose 
lives are just hanging by the thread. Bringing treatment to the grassroots and adopting a more sensitive and 
open approach to the issue of mental health can really make life easier for the women who are on the brink

reverse its impact.” The long 
queue outside the Out Patients 
Department of the Valley’s 
sole mental health hospital, 
the Government Psychiatric 
Diseases Hospital in Rainawari, 
only reinforces Bashir’s 
observations. 

Dr Arshid Hassan, a renowned 
psychiatrist from IMHNS in 
Srinagar and one of the authors 
of the study, shares some of 
the reasons for this obvious 
gender bias, “Women form 
the bulk of the patients as they 
are the largest survivor group. 
Also, they are biologically and 
psychologically predisposed 
to develop certain conditions, 
especially depression, anxiety 
and PTSD. Apart the obvious 
violence, social factors 
contribute to making women 
more depressed. We have some 
community data available which 
reveals that more than six per 
cent of females suffer from 
depression in Kashmir.”

Although seeking professional 
help to work through one’s mental 
health issues, especially in case 
of women, is still considered 
taboo, Dr Hassan believes that 
things are improving. He is not 
wrong because according to 
data shared by the Rainawari 
facility around 100 female 
patients come to seek treatment 

there on an everyday basis. “The 
stigma is gradually reducing 
because there is an improved 
access to treatment and care. 
More government as well as 
private clinics have come up.” 
The experts are unanimous that 
women’s health, be it physical 
or emotional, is crucial for any 
society. “Women are central 
to the family, its wellbeing. So 
when they are sick it affects 
everyone,” points out Dr 
Hassan. 

Ulfat Altaf, 38, lost her hus-
band in the 2001 state assembly 
bomb blast, leaving her all alone 
to fend for her nine-month-old 
baby boy. Burdened by grief 
and her tough circumstance, 
she battled with depression for 
a whole year before she sought 
professional help. That was the 
best decision she took herself 
because the treatment enabled 
her to overcome her problem. 
Now she is working and raising 
her child with dignity. 

“The idea of living alone with 
a child and no job made me feel 
extremely weak and vulnerable. 
Although my family tried to help 
me with whatever means they 
had, it took me almost a year to 
come to terms with everything. 
Ultimately, my doctors helped 
me get over this difficult phase. 
The several sittings and a 

change of environment pumped 
new energy in me and I decided 
to start working,” Ulfat shares 
candidly.

Dr Hassan says, “Many 
women who lose their loved 
ones in a conflict do experience 
PTSD but, in time, they make 
their peace with the incident. It’s 
the ones whose relatives have 
disappeared who are the most 
difficult to reach out to. We can’t 
come up with a solution or an 
explanation for them to hold on 
to. I had couple of patients whom 
I was unable to help because there 
wasn’t any tangible resolution 
to offer. There is an endless 
stress that keeps on mounting 
on the patient. Professionally, 
we refer to them as undefined 
syndromes. It is grief but it is 
of a very complicated kind and 
their illnesses are much more 
severe.”

So, how can the suffering 
women get the help and support 
they need? “If we talk about 
societal support, in general, that 
is dwindling nowadays. The 
main reason being that whereas 
earlier there were mechanisms 
and systems to cater to them and 
children, in the last 25 years or 
so their numbers have increased 
exponentially. They used to be 
entitled to three types of support 
– familial, community and, lastly, 

baseera rafiqi, Srinagar

the state. But the resources are 
stretched and everyone can’t be 
looked after anymore,” explains 
Dr Hassan.

As the MSF Report suggests, 
“a comprehensive and integrated 
decentralisation, prevention and 
care and treatment programme 
is the need of the hour in the 
Valley”. Of course, this is even 
mandated under the Mental 
Health Act, 1987, which directs 
states to make mental health 
facilities available at the district 
level. “However, the reality is 
that at present we don’t even 
have a tertiary facility let alone 
there being ones at the district 
level.  Counselling centres 
affiliated with the IMHNS 
along with trained frontline 
health workers will make a huge 
different to women’s lives,” says 
Dr Hassan. 

(Courtesy: Women’s Feature Service)
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A picture of an affected 
woman and her children.

One group of migrants weaves 
cane baskets and lampshades 
by the roadside. These are con-
sidered ‘fashionable’ accessories, 
in five-star interiors but the 
migrants who create them, have 
no shelter, no security, nothing. 
They move from place to place 
looking for sales, and have no 
roots, no permanent economic 
or social security. Then there 
are those like Chinni who have 
migrated within the state, from 
north Karnataka to Bengaluru, to 
become construction labourers 
because “there is nothing left 
in their villages”. I see her 
eating her midday meal (from 
a battered aluminium saucer – 
rice with watery sambar) sitting 
on a mound of gravel under the 
fancy flyover that she is helping 
to build near Lalbagh. 

(Continued from page 1) 

Internal migrants – strangers in their own land 
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Chinni’s toddler child, hair 
covered with dust and cement 
from the construction work, 
amuses itself by pouring sand 
from one hand to the other 
and giving passersby a broad 
smile while the mother takes a 
few minutes off before hauling 
a head-load of bricks up the 
scaffolding. I see the woman give 
her child water to drink from the 
same drum that is used to pour  
water  into the concrete mixer. 
By law the contractor is required 
to provide crèche facilities, but 
she knows “nothing about it”. 

The poor and uneducated are 
doubly disadvantaged; illiteracy 
is not just inability to read, it is 
also lack of awareness of their 
entitlements. At last count, there 
were 287 million ‘illiterates’ in 
the country, seven decades after 

Independence – the largest in the 
world.  Right to education? Sure. 
On paper. The Chinnis of our 
nation haven’t heard about it.

The flyover costs a few 
hundred crores. What she earns 
doesn’t even give her two proper 
meals a day. Others like her help 
build high-rise apartment blocks 
where each flat sells for several 
lakhs of rupees. She and her 
family live under a plastic sheet 
held up with bamboo poles, in  a 
corner of the site. There are no 
accident benefits; the workers 
cannot take a day off even to go 
to a clinic if a child is sick.

A city that caters to the state-of-
the-art luxuries of the privileged 
(signal-free rides to the airport, 
Wi-fi in air-conditioned buses) 
ignores the basic needs of the 
thousands of  migrants who are as 

much residents of the metropolis 
as the well-to-do. They build 
our flyovers and guard the 
premises of the rich but have no 
ration cards because they don’t 
have “address proofs”, their 
children get no schooling, and 
when illness strikes them after 
exposure to roadside dust and 
fumes and inclement weather, 
they have no medical insurance, 
or even money to access 
treatments.  In the meantime, 
the state administration woos 
NRIs with an annual jamboree, 
the walls along the route from 
the airport to the convention 
centre get a fresh coat of paint.  
And the country celebrates 
Republic Day with a parade and 
politicians’ speeches hailing our 
progress as a democracy.
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Jagadhhatri is another version 
of Goddess Durga minus her 
anger and Kali minus her 

fiery expression, ready to kill. 
She is the pacifist version of 
the Mother Goddess astride on 
a lion but with four hands and 
no asura (demon) or her four 
children. She comes soon after 
Durga Puja in November every 
year. 

Let There Be Light, made 
by documentary filmmaker 
Supriyo Sen, for the first time 
sheds light on the shadow and 
the darkness that lie behind the 
bright lights. Sen focusses on 
the men who created the unique 
design and art of lighting that 
began in Chandannagar with the 
Jagaddhatri Puja and has since 
spread across Bengal in general 
and Kolkata in particular during 
the Durga Puja. 

Sen is an established filmmaker 
with many awards for his films 
mainly focussed on the ethnic 
and cultural history he has been 
motivated by, and for a couple 

Showcasing stories of yore, 
while carving out an identity
Chandannagar (earlier Chandernagore) was a French colony but in 1951 it became a corporation city 35 
kilometres north of Calcutta. The small town is internationally known for two things – Jagadhatri Puja and 
the lighting that was originally created to decorate the town during the puja. This has vested the city with a 
distinct identity, distanced from other cities in Bengal. The decoration of the images of the goddess in the 
community pujas that began in 1790 has now become a world-famous event because of the lighting and the 
taking of the goddess for immersion in a long procession, lights and all. Now, a documentary film sheds more 
light on a culture and tradition, and on the poor artists who strive to make it happen
shoma a. chatterji, Kolkata

of investigative documentaries, 
too. Let There Be Light was 
produced with funding from 
the Public Service Broadcasting 
Trust with a budget that is too 
low to be articulated. 

Says Sen, “The film celebrates 
the work of a community of 
little known Indian artists 
who have reinvented the great 
spirit of the Indian storytelling 
tradition through a new and 
unique medium of  light art. 
The whole essence and appeal 
of Chandannagar Light Art can 
be understood through a simple 
but fascinating incident. Let 
There Be Light is a maiden 
effort to tell the story of this 
unique Indian industry that has 
intelligently combined ‘art’ and 
‘commerce’ to create a perfect 
‘glocal’ product – a local art 
that has a strong universal 
appeal. Through the narrative 
of three generations of light 
artists – Sridhar Das, Kashinath 
Neogi and Asim Dey – the film 
explores the untold stories of 
passion, pride, artistry and the 
search for identity behind the 
making of the Chandannagar 
brand that mesmerises viewers 
across the globe.”

What problems did Sen 
face while making the film 
because it is a delicate subject 
not handled before and the 
craftsmen are all quite poor. 
“The very fact that I am holding 
a camera in my hand becomes 
a power tool I can manipulate 
to my advantage. I needed to 

minimise this hierarchy between 
a filmmaker and his subjects 
– the light artist as much as I 
could. I spent three to four years 
on the research before I actually 
began to shoot,” explains Sen. 
He adds that for him it has been 
an ethical and ethnographical 
journey and a very rich learning 
experience to discover that it is 
purely the passion of creating 
light designs that are innovative, 
aesthetic and technically perfect, 
besides incorporating technical 
changes in lighting and science, 
without any expectation of 
monetary rewards at the end of 
the journey.

The film was a one-year 
journey in filming on location 
in Chandannagar which has 
become a veritable tourist spot 
where tourists arrive much 
before the five-day festival 
begins, and leaves after the 
immersion ceremony in the 
Hooghly River. 

“The film has taught me a lot 
about indigenous technology at 
its best, both as a science and an 
art, especially after I developed 
a very good rapport with one 
of the senior-most artists in the 
industry, Kashinath Neogy. It 
struck me suddenly one day that 
though I was brought up within 
the Kolkata ambience of lighting 
environment during the Durga 
Puja – most of it ‘imported” from 
the Chandannagar light artists, 
I had no knowledge about the 
history of these lights and the 
artists who created them in the 

first place. It is an integral part 
of our ethnic and cultural history 
but we know practically nothing 
about it. I found it especially 
important because they work 
without an iota of government 
support or even much funding 
from other areas,” elaborates 
Sen.

In the film, Neogy says, 
“During our childhood, there 
was an all pervading darkness 
and our minds were full of 
scary thoughts, chilling dreams 
of ferocious dragons and 
phantoms forced me to coil 
inside mother’s lap. Ma assured 
as she patted me affectionately 
that one day this darkness will 
be gone as Goddess Jagaddhatri 
will illuminate our life with 
her divine light.” Neogy is 
convinced that Maa Jagadhhatri 
is blessing him with the gift of 
light and therefore, “the fact that 
we are not financially well-off 
does not matter much”.

Neogy goes on to explain, “The 
inhabitants of Chandannagar 
always aspired to create a 
unique identity for themselves. 
Chandannagar handloom and 
weavers were world-famous 
once. Later, descendants of 
the same families took part in 
the Freedom Movement and 
sacrificed their lives. After 
Independence, the successors 
of the freedom fighters gave 
birth to this trade of light. Thus, 
the people here have always 
engaged with new enterprises 
in the quest for an exclusive 

<

identity. This industry started 
when electricity came to 
Chandannagar. Some enthusiasts 
started experimenting with 
light and invented an apparatus 
called the 'roller’. They chose 
public festivals as their platform 
of display to gauge people’s 
reaction to their experiments.”

In the beginning, Jagaddhatri 
Puja pandals (large tents) were 
decorated with ordinary tube 
or halogen lights. But when 
Neogy decorated one of his first 
puja pandals with a chain of 
lights that traced set patterns, 
the organisers dismissed him 
for doing it without their 
permission. He repeated the 
exercise the following year in 
another pandal and there the 
audience simply went crazy. 
“We are like magicians. We do 
not create lights or electricity 
but we play with them and 
entertain the millions of people 
who throng this city every year 
in November. Our art may be 
called animation by light,” says 
Neogy. 

The eyes of Durga’s lion 
shimmers and twinkles and 
glimmers with light while his 
tongue sticks out lit by a burning 
red. You can see figures totally 
in suspension in the air such 
as a flock of birds in flight or 
an aeroplane taking off. In one 
puja pandal last year, the light 
magicians created an entire 
zoo inside the pandal only with 
lights. It was quite unbelievable 
in imagination and execution.

In 2005, Neogy decided to 
introduce LED lights but his 
colleagues were not happy 
because they feared that the 
change might affect their 
business. However, despite great 
opposition, Neogy stuck to his 
guns and he created LED lights 
for the first day of the puja. The 
response was overwhelming and 
thronging crowds gathered to 
watch the display, mesmerised.

Neogy has created a giant 
dragon with 180000 LED lights, 
30 feet long and 12 feet high. 
The legs, the head and tail keep 
moving and both sides light up 
even when reversed. And so, the 
show goes on.
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Scenes from Let There be Light.  

Supriyo Sen, the director.
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The floods of 2015 — how 
tanks came to the rescue
While the monster floods of 2015 mercilessly gobbled up villages along the coast of 
Tamil Nadu, settlements in neighbouring Puducherry managed to escape the fury. 
How? Thanks to the centuries-old eris that have been preserved and used

The East Coast of India 
is very much unlike 
its western counterpart 

both in terms of physiographic 
elements and climatology. 
Unlike the west coast, which 
receives a predictable amount of 
rainfall within a set timeframe, 
the east coast is entirely 
dependent on the depressions 
in the Bay of Bengal to bring in 
the much-needed rain. Due to 
the absence of a set pattern and 
the erratic nature of rainfall, the 
engineers of ancient times came 
up with a fool-proof solution – 
constructing tanks to hold the 
water.

Called eris in Tamil, the large 
man-made tanks have an inlet to 
receive water either from a river 
or from another eri above on one 
side, and a semi-circular earthen 
bund on the other. Two types 
of eris exist – the system eris that 
are fed by a river or a stream and 
the non-system eris which are 
stand-alone structures entirely 
dependent on rainfall. Hundreds 
of the mammoth tanks were 
constructed to deal with the 
vagaries of depressions and the 
retreating monsoons all along 
the east of the Indian Peninsula 
covering modern-day states 
such as Andhra Pradesh, Tamil 
Nadu and the Union Territory of 
Pondicherry. 

While some of the ancient 
tanks have gone missing over 
the decades, the erstwhile 
French administration and the 
union territory governments that 
followed in Pondicherry that is 
Puducherry took great interest 
in preserving the heritage 
systems. As a result, 84 of the 87 
irrigation tanks are functional 
even today. 

There is a common 
misconception that eris are 
mainly used for irrigating 
agricultural fields. Nothing 
could be further from the truth. 
While irrigating agricultural 

fields is one of the many 
functions of an eri, it provides 
a host of other ecological and 
spiritual services. 

“If eris were designed only for 
irrigation, it makes no sense that 
structures spanning kilometres 
were constructed thousand years 
ago to irrigate hundreds of acres 
of farmlands. The demographics 
of the time would just not require 
such massive structures to feed 
their fields. The engineers of 
the time planned for much 
more than just irrigation,” says 
Raghunath Menon, secretary of 
the Pondicherry Science Forum. 
"Paddy does require a lot of 
water, but this was a rather recent 
introduction to the agro-ecology 
of the region. The traditional 
millet varieties which were the 
mainstay hundreds of years ago 
required very little water, so why 
these huge structures?" he asks.

Eris are designed to hold water 
throughout the year, thereby 
aiding in natural groundwater 
recharge. When the levels are 
high, the water is used to irrigate 
fields. The water is drained 
by gravity, and hence most of 
the eris have a dead storage 
that remains intact throughout 
the year. Fish culture is one of 
the main income-generating 
activities, with auction prices 
running into lakhs of rupees for 
many of the bigger tanks.

The Bahour Eri is usually 
auctioned out for around Rs 30-
35 lakhs a year, with revenue 
generation usually running into 
crores of rupees. In addition, 
tamarind trees along the bunds 
are also leased out, and the 
revenue is shared between 
the commune panchayat and 
the tank associations. The 
presence of water all year round 
also attracts many winged 
visitors to the areas, with 
Utchimedu Thaangal in Bahour 
drawing thousands of migratory 
as well as resident birds. 

Eris serve as one of the most 
effective flood and soil-erosion 
control systems, arresting 
rainwater from gushing out at 
breakneck speed along with 
fine top soil. “If not for the 
eris and their bunds, many of 
the coastal settlements would 
have disappeared long ago,” 
says Menon. They also serve 
as reservoirs for the silt brought 
down by the water flowing 
through mud channels, a rich 

source of raw material for 
potters as well as manure for 
fields nearby.

When an eri fills up, the excess 
water exits the system through 
the surplus weir into another tank 
at a lower gradient. This way, the 
water is guided and released in a 
calculated manner, preventing 
it from washing away entire 
villages and fields. However, 
in order to be effective flood 
control devices, eris need to be 
de-silted and bunds need to be 
strengthened periodically. 

The Puducherry Government 
got its act together and designed a 
special programme in association 
with the European Union to save 
its remaining tanks. The Tank 
Rehabilitation Project initiated 
in 1999-2000 had to battle two 
demons: prevent salt water from 
intruding into the coasts and 
save the heritage tanks from 
disappearing into oblivion. Tank 
associations were formed and 
repair works were initiated.

As one of the first tanks 
chosen to be rehabilitated, the 
Keezhparikalpet Tank in Bahour 
was an experiment ground of 
sorts where an unusual foreshore 
bund was constructed to prevent 
flooding of fields nearby in 
addition to constructing a new 
bund on the southern end. The 
Manapet Tank was de-silted and 
deepened while elsewhere, bunds 
were heightened to increase 
the storage capacity of the eris. 
Within a span of five years, over 
65 tanks were restored. This 
probably explains why villages 
in Puducherry escaped the flood 
fury in December 2015 while 
its effects on the neighbouring 
district of Cuddalore were rather 
caustic.

From being flood controllers 
to groundwater recharge 
structures and bio-diversity 
hotspots, the fact that eris play a 
vital role in managing the micro-
climate of the villages around 
them is beyond dispute. After 
having managed to survive the 
Pallavas, Cholas and the French, 
the eris of Puducherry now battle 
a bigger demon: urbanisation.

Land use changes as a result 
of the past decade’s rapid 
urban sprawl threatens the 
very existence of the centuries-
old tanks. Encroachments 
threatening the Kirumambakkam 
Tank close by make local 
headlines on a fortnightly basis. 
Dumping of bio-medical and 
solid waste along the tank bunds 
and water channels is a huge 
cause of concern. Government 
agencies need to embrace 
a participatory approach 
involving local villagers and 
farmers in preserving these 
tanks from further damage. 
One way to do this would be 
to re-start the abruptly shelved 
Tank Rehabilitation Project, 
responsible for breathing life 
into several tanks in the region.

(Courtesy: indiawaterportal.org. 
The All for Water for All Collective, 
working to protect water bodies in the 
Pondicherry-Auroville-Villupuram-
Cuddalore bioregion, has embarked 
on a journey to celebrate man’s 
connection with water through a 
series of events involving local 
school children and villagers. Spread 
across seven weeks starting on World 
Wetland Day (February 2) and 
culminating on World Water Day 
(March 22), the Water Festival travels 
to different locations in the PAVC 
bioregion.)
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seetha goPalakrishnan, Puducherry
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The Keezhparikkalpet 
Tank was the first one to 
be rehabilitated under the 
Tank Rehabilitation Project 
– Pondicherry during 1999-
2000.

The Manapet Tank in Bahour has an ayacut of around 110 
acres, most of which is now urbanised. Surplus water from the 
eris flow into the Mullodai drain which collects all the excess 
water from the tanks and fields in the area.  
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