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I n s I d e
When having a child also 
means fighting a lonely 
battle                             2

Rising like a phoenix, 
thanks to love and care  
Women achievers in the fields of politics, sports, business, medicine and the arts 
are given wide media coverage and serve as role models for those who seek the 
courage to step out of the shadows. But equally motivating and inspiring are the often 
untold stories of ordinary women, battling the scourge of poverty, mental instability and 
gender discrimination, to carve out lives of dignity for themselves and their children
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Udavum Karangal, a social 
service NGO based in 
Chennai, has repatriated 

many women who have been 
abandoned or abused, or who 
are destitute. All that the women 
needed was basic medical care 
with a bit of tenderness and 
a friendly atmosphere, to rise 
above their challenges and 
live with dignity. Some heart-
warming stories:

Mariamma
The residents of a particular 

locality in Maduranthakam, 
Tamil Nadu, had become almost 
inured to the screams of a young 
woman which pierced the 
silence of their neighbourhood 
every night for about three years. 
Mariamma had no home; she 
lived in the streets surrounding a 
temple there. She was mentally 
challenged and considered fair 
game by every drunkard in the 
area, young and old alike. The 
gift of a half-packet of biryani 
was all that they considered 
necessary to appease their 
conscience, and she was raped 
regularly. She had given birth 
to two babies, who mysteriously 
disappeared, and it was only 
when she was about eight 
months pregnant with a third 
child that someone thought fit to 
do something about it. Udavaum 
Karangal was contacted. They 
took Mariamma to live in 
Chennai. 

The city of Chennai was 
reeling under the impact of the 
worst floods in living memory. 
All three of the Udavum 
Karangal centres in the city were 
inundated. Nearly 300 residents, 

including psychiatric patients 
and old and terminally ill men 
and women, had to be evacuated. 
The NGO’s founder-director 
Vidyaakar, in the midst of all the 
chaos, found time to be present 
to welcome a new arrival on 
December 4 last year. Mariamma 
gave birth to a beautiful baby 
boy. Vidyaakar wanted to name 
him after the presiding deity 
of the temple in the area from 
which she was rescued, but with 
the simplicity and tenacity of 
a mentally challenged person, 
Mariamma insisted she wanted 
a modern name for her son. And 
so he was called Sanjay. 

Shoba
On the night of December 12 

last year, a young woman was 
put on a train at the Bangalore 
Station by her husband. It was 
a Bangalore-Chennai train, but 
she was under the impression 
that it was bound for Rajasthan. 
En route, when she realised that 
she had been duped, she became 
extremely agitated. It soon 
became apparent to her fellow 
passengers that she was mentally 
unsound. So disturbed was she 
that she fainted, collapsing on a 
young man in the compartment. 
The man, Chandrakumar, took 
responsibility for her. With the 
help of others in the compartment 
he fended off the attempt of an 
unscrupulous stranger to stake a 
claim for the woman, and used 
the Internet to locate a social 
service organisation to take 
care of her. Google led him to 
Udavum Karangal. 

When the train reached 
Chennai, Chandrakumar called 
Udavum Karangal, and handed 
over 20-year-old Shoba to the 
NGO’s staff. Thanks to his 
compassion, Shoba was saved 
from being targeted by lascivious 
men. 

At Udavum Karangal, Shoba 
revealed that she was originally 
from Rajasthan. She had been 
married off to a man in Bangalore, 

but when her husband discovered 
that she was suffering from 
some psychological issues, he 
wanted to get rid of her. Shoba’s 
parents did not want her back, 
and he took the easy way out by 
putting her on a train to a place 
where she knew nobody. She 
was seven months pregnant. In 
the safety of Udavum Karangal, 
Shoba delivered a baby boy on 
January 5 this year. Vidyaakar 
chose the name Shoban Babu 
for him. 

    
Fareeda 

A scantily clad pregnant 
woman lay on a pavement in 
Chennai. The spot was opposite 
the eternally busy Central 
Station, and just a few feet away 
from the Rajiv Gandhi General 
Hospital. Doctors, nurses, 
medical students and thousands 
of people passed her by each 
day without a second glance. 
Perhaps they had grown used 
to similar sights in this city. It 
took the compassionate heart of 
a young boy to inform Udavum 

Karangal of the woman’s 
plight. Volunteers found that 
the woman, in her early thirties, 
who gave her name as Fareeda 
Khatun, had severe fractures and 
wounds, and could not walk. 
She was also in an advanced 
stage of pregnancy. Despite the 
circumstances, she had a serenity 
and dignity which impressed the 
social workers.

Fareeda had to undergo 
surgery costing over Rs 2 lakh. 
She moved from a wheelchair 
to a walker, but now walks with 
confidence. She has gained 
confidence in many other 
respects as well. In May last 
year, she gave birth to a baby 
girl who was named Noorjahan 
by Vidyaakar.

Fareeda does not want to 
return to her husband in Uttar 
Pradesh – he had kicked her out 
of her marital home, and has 
since remarried. Efforts are on 
to trace her mother and brother 
in Mumbai. 

Over the last 33 years, 
hundreds of women have been 
rescued and rehabilitated by 
Udavum Karangal (the name 
literally means Helping Hands). 
The vast majority of the women 
were tricked by their husbands 
and sold into prostitution, or 
rejected because their husbands 
wanted to take new wives, or 
abandoned because they showed 
symptoms of mental illness. 
“What we see and deal with is 
only the tip of the iceberg. Many 
suffer within the four walls of 
their homes and their woes are 
hidden from the public until 
they become homeless,” says 
Vidyaakar. 

With a bit of compassion, 
understanding and loving care, 
necessary medical/psychiatric 
treatment and a friendliness that 
restores their dignity and sense 
of self-worth, women can rise 
from the ashes of exploitation 
and rejection and fly on new 
wings.

Living up to their promise, 
building on dreams        8

Here, motherhood is 
no longer a frightful 
experience                     4    

How long can chikankari 
artisans survive?           7

No toilets at home         9

Committed barefoot 
auditors ensure 
healthcare for mothers  5

Dorothy joSeph, Chennai
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The marginalised take 
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Mariamma with 
Sanjay. Fareeda with Noor.

Shoba with Shoban Babu.

Do you need formal 
education to be a  
grassroots leader?      10
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When having a child also means 
fighting a lonely battle
On the maternal and infant mortality rate front, Tamil Nadu betters the national average by a large margin: its 
maternal and infant mortality rates stand at 90 and 21 respectively, almost half the national average of 178 
and 40. Accompanied by a sex ratio of 996 with a female literacy rate of 74 per cent (against the national 
rate of 65), the indicators make for a strong case for improved conditions for women in the state. However, 
the gender disparity in labour participation – the number of people employed or actively looking to work – in 
Tamil Nadu makes it clear that improvement on these other parameters have not translated to more women 
workers. One of the missing links here could be the lack of implementation of maternal entitlements of 
working women

Take, for instance,                                
K. Kasthuri, a semi-skilled 
worker at a garment 

factory in Tambaram, a Chennai 
suburb. Whenever her four-
year-old son falls sick, she faces 
the predicament of choosing 
between taking care of him and 
going to work. Usually, during 
her work hours she leaves her 
son at the crèche in the factory, 
but not with absolute peace of 
mind since she grumbles about 
the lack of ‘supervision’ by the 
attendants. “The problem is that 
I have to take care of him and 
also go to work when he is ill. 
They don’t grant leave if your 
child is sick and I can’t afford 
to lose a day’s salary,” she says. 
Kasthuri’s employers, like most 
in Chennai, take advantage of a 
system which does not penalise 
employers who do not provide 
enough safeguards for working 
women who are expecting or 
have a child.

Anusha Rajagopal, who has 
worked in the human resources 
departments in various IT and 
ITES organisations in Chennai, 
had to quit her job and later join 
another company after the birth 
of her child. Rajagopal feels that 
even though the organisations 
she has worked for have all been 
supportive, it is still an uphill 
battle for young mothers: “In 
terms of opportunities, it does 
put you in a tough spot. Those 
who go on maternity leave are 
many times sidelined.”

In a country with a population 
of 1.25 billion people, 475 
million people constitute the 
total workforce across sectors, 
in both rural and urban areas. 
Out of this, women make up 
only 29 per cent, or 137.8 
million working women across 
the country. India has one of the 
widest gaps in terms of male and 
female labour participation rates 
among the G20 countries, a 
whopping 50 per cent, according 
to the last census data. Among 
the South Asian countries, India 
fares worse than Sri Lanka, 
Nepal, Bhutan, Maldives and 
Bangladesh and ranks better 

than only Afghanistan and 
Pakistan. Apart from blatant 
gender discrimination and the 
presence of glass ceiling and so 
on, a key factor responsible for 
this is also that women have to 
choose between raising a child 
and their career.

Within this scenario, Tamil 
Nadu ranks high among the states 
when it comes to the number of 
women who could be working 
but are not. The state has the 
highest percentage of women in 
working age (15-59 years) who 
are dependants – a little more 
than nine per cent, while the 
national average for this is 4.5 
percent. A woman is said to be 
dependent if she does not have 
an income in cash or kind, and is 
wholly dependent on earnings of 
someone else. Out of the state’s 
population of 72 million people, 
women make up for roughly 
36 million. Only ten million of 
these women contribute to the 
workforce.

A number of laws and 
legislations are in place both 
at the state and Central levels 
to enable a more conducive 
atmosphere for working 
women. The Factories Act of 
1948, the Plantations Labour 
Act of 1951, the Building and 
Other Construction Workers 
Act of 1996 and the Maternity 
Benefits Act of 1961 are only 
a few of the laws that state the 
basic requirements that need 
to be provided for a pregnant 
woman or a new mother at the 
workplace. 

Additionally, the International 
Labour Organisation (ILO), of 
which India is a member, also 
stipulates several conditions 
that should be in place for 
any organisation where a 
significant number of women, 
especially young mothers, are 
employed. ILO conventions 
such as Maternity Protection 
Convention, 2000, and the 
Family Responsibilities 
Convention, 1981, are also meant 
to safeguard the rights, among 
others, of working women. The 
problem in Tamil Nadu is with 

the implementation of these laws 
and of prioritising. “For instance, 
it is a statutory requirement that 
the workplace needs to have 
a crèche if a factory has more 
than 30 women employed, but 
it is rarely implemented,” says 
P. Selvi, 45, an advocate at the 
Madras High Court with 25 
years of experience in civil 
and constitutional matters. 
The provision for creches is 
stipulated in not one but five 
acts: Section 48 of the Factories 
Act, 1948; Section 44 of the 
Inter-State Migrant Workmen 
Act, 1979; Section 12 of the 
Plantations Labour Act, 1951; 
Section 14 of the Beedi and 
Cigar Workers (Conditions of 
Employment) Act, 1966; and 
Section 35 of the Building and 
other Constructions (Regulation 
of Employment and Conditions 
of Service) Act, 1996. 

The law also stipulates other 
generic requirements such as 
cleanliness standards, hygienic 
toilets and so on. Proposed 
amendments to the Maternity 
Benefit Act, 1961, to increase the 
period of paid maternity leave 
to 26 weeks for all workers, 
are up for the consideration of 
Union Cabinet. The proposals 
also include a mandate for all 
workplaces to have crèches if 
they have 30 women employees 
or 50 employees in total, 
whichever is the least, which 
will consolidate the different 
provisions for creches across 
Acts in one and will be applicable 
for any workplace.

But corruption, an ineffective 
labour department, and in-
adequate compensation to 
factory inspectors have led 
to poor implementation of 
provisions. “The problem is that 
the factory inspector is the one 
in charge of enforcing these. 
Despite statutory requirements, 
the violations persist because of 
the lack of oversight,” adds Selvi. 
Ramapriya Gopalakrishnan, who 
has practised labour law at the 
Madras High Court since 1993, 
agrees with her colleague’s view. 
“In my two decades of practice, 
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I have never come across a case 
where someone has asked me to 
file a complaint because there 
was no crèche at their factory or 
workplace. It’s unfortunate but 
this issue is not high in the list 
of priorities,” she says.

On the ground though, the 
realities are far from ideal. “In 
a profit-driven enterprise, child 
care or facilities for the working 
mother are not factored in. More 
often than not, they are done 
away with to reduce costs,” says 
Sujatha Mody, long time labour-
rights activist and coordinator of 
Malarchi, a women’s resource 
centre in Chennai. Through 
the Penn Thozhilalar Sangam 
(Women Worker’s Union), Mody 
and her colleagues ran crèches 
at various construction sites for 
15 years from 1999 till 2014. 
“We took care of the day-to-day 
affairs of the crèches while the 
employers provided the funds 
and infrastructure. But we had to 
discontinue this since employers 
stopped taking responsibility 
after a while, without facing 
any consequences. It became 
too much for us to handle,” she 
adds.

While for construction 
workers or other blue-collar 
workers, the poor quality of 
the facilities available or the 
complete lack of it affects 
livelihood, for women with 
white-collar jobs, the absence of 
a supportive workplace compels 

them to let go of opportunities, 
promotions and even job. In 
Chennai, there are about 160 
government-funded crèches run 
by four major NGOs: the Indian 
Council for Child Welfare, the 
Indian Red Cross, Womens’ 
India Association and Womens’ 
Voluntary Services. The crèches 
are meant to be used by all 
working mothers but it is usually 
the blue-collar workers who 
avail its facilities.

A fully-functional crèche can 
make a substantial difference 
for a working mother. As 
Pushpa V., a link worker at The 
Banyan Mental Health NGO, 
corroborates, the government-
run crèche near her home in 
Chennai’s Thirumangalam area 
is of great support for her. “I 
leave my five-year old son, 
Yogeshwaran, at seven in the 
morning and pick him up only 
in the evening. My husband has 
a hazardous workplace as he 
is a carpenter and so the child 
cannot be left with him. Without 
this crèche, it would have been 
difficult for us to take care of our 
child,” she says. Pushpa has been 
depending on this arrangement 
for four years now. “They don’t 
charge anything and provide the 
children wholesome lunch and 
snacks such as sundal in the 
evening and kanji for breakfast 
in the morning,” she adds.

A woman working by her sewing machine.

Continued on page 3
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Drought and despair
in Bundelkhand 
Mahuvabandh Village epitomises the woes of the Bundelkhand Region, which has 
been suffering from an adverse weather situation for several years. Severe deprivation 
is on the increase. Government relief measures fall far short of needs. Clearly, the 
situation here is serious and relief efforts need to be stepped up substantially
bharat Dogra, Bundelkhand, Uttar Pradesh

Mahuvabandh is one 
of the bigger villages 
located in Jaitpur 

Block of Mahoba District, Uttar 
Pradesh. It is one among the 13 
districts of Uttar Pradesh and 
Madhya Pradesh which together 
constitute the Bundelkhand 
Region, widely regarded as one 
of the worst drought-affected 
areas of India. 

Mahuvabandh has 
been suffering from 
an adverse weather 

situation for several years. This 
was accentuated in early 2015 
when heavy, untimely rain 
and hailstorms destroyed the 
rabi or winter crop at the stage 
of ripening. The prolonged 
drought which followed ensured 
that almost nothing could be 
salvaged from the kharif or 
summer crop. Then, the next 
rabi crop could either not be 
sown, or very little of what was 
cultivated survived.

A group discussion in which 
some 50 villagers participated in 
early May revealed that there is 
now next to nothing of the self-
cultivated food crops left in store, 
and the people have become 
almost entirely dependent 
on market purchases to 
meet their needs. As a 
result, pulses are all 
but off the menu. 
Added to this 
is the extreme 
shortage of 
fodder for 
cattle. This 
means that 
h a r d l y 
any milk 

<
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is available. In other words, the 
two major sources of protein – 
pulses and milk / milk products 
– are missing from the villagers’ 
diet. Almost everyone is affected 
by malnutrition. 

Dry rotis, eaten with just salt 
or chutney, or, if they’re lucky, 
a thin, watery preparation made 
from the cheapest available 
vegetable, are the only means 
of keeping hunger at bay. But 
even this is not available to 
everyone. When asked how 
many households could not 
afford even the bare minimum 
number of rotis, the villagers, 
after some discussion, estimated 
that between 33 and 50 per cent 
of the families come under this 
category. 

The condition of farm and 
dairy animals is pathetic; they 
suffer from extreme hunger 
and thirst. Several of them have 
been abandoned while many 
others are dying on daily basis. 
Mahuvabandh villagers estimate 
that almost 70 cows and buffaloes 
have perished during the past 
two or three months. 

Getting the daily meagre 
supply of drinking water is also 

proving a challenge. 
There is no shortage 
of water sources, but 
most of these have 
gone dry. Some water 
is still available in 

the outer areas of 
the village and, 
so, despite the 
occasional water 
tanker sent by the 
administration, 
people have 
to walk long 

distances to get 
supplies. Some 
even spend sleepless 
nights to ensure that 
they do get their 
turn at the few 
available sources. 

Several families 
or individuals 
find it difficult to 
meet their food 
and water needs 
because of disease, 
disability or old 
age. Urmila is 
a physically 

c h a l l e n g e d 
woman of 
this village 

who walks a long distance with 
the help of crutches to fetch her 
daily supply of water. Gulab 

There are more than 1004 
creches that are functional in 
Tamil Nadu under the Rajiv 
Gandhi National Creche Scheme 
for Children of Working Mothers 
that is run by the Ministry of 
Women and Child Development. 
Apart from this, the Integrated 
Child Development Services  
started about 211 creches in the 
state in 2015, out of which 12 
are located in Chennai. 

According to UNICEF’s 
health specialist and officer 
in-charge Dr M. Jagadeesan, 
“Women with government jobs 
fare better than the ones in the 
private sector when it comes 
to maternal entitlements.” In 
Tamil Nadu, like the rest of the 
country, female government 
employees can avail paid leave 
for childcare for up to two years 
in various phases at any point 
till their child turns 18 years old. 
These incentives are still a pipe 
dream for those employed in the 
private sector and other non-
government jobs.

Dr S. Subramanian, who 
runs the Mothers’ and Infants’ 
Lactation/Breastfeeding Care 
Centre, in Mylapore, Chennai 
sees many such women at his 
clinic every day. “I have seen 
a lot of women give up their 
jobs after delivery. The choice 
for them veers between either 
looking after the child and 
focusing on their career,” says 
Subramanian. “The pressure 
is definitely more acute for the 
mother and she’s expected to 
give up everything to take care 
of the child,” he adds.

Institutions such as Infosys, 
one of India’s largest employers 

in the IT sector, claim they are 
trying to buck the trend. The 
multinational company has 
more than 55106 women on its 
payrolls across the country as of 
March, 2015 –  35 per cent of its 
entire employee strength. 

Over a telephonic interview, 
Aruna Newton, head, Diversity, 
at Infosys said, “We recognise 
it’s an important stage in a 
working woman’s life. We 
have been taking several steps 
to make it easier for women to 
return to work post-pregnancy.” 
Newton feels flexibility has 
been the key requirement for 
their employees who are starting 
a new family. “We give them 
a variety of options, including 
extended work from home 
options, flexible work times, 
identifying nearby crèches and 
provide them some flexibility in 
the kind of projects they would 
like to take up. We also ensure 
that their performance appraisal 
is safeguarded,” she adds.

However, according to their 
latest annual report, the return-
to-work rate at Infosys – women 
who went on maternity leave, 
resumed work and continued 
employment for a year – was 69 
per cent for 2014-15 as opposed 
to 74 per cent the previous year.

Lavanya Balram, 42, who 
has worked in human resources 
sections for various firms in 
Chennai over the past eight 
years says, “From what I 
understand, people work 
towards an arrangement from 
the time they conceive. They 
talk to their managers, try to 
get into roles where they can 
work from home.” Balram 

says her experience has been 
largely positive but she has 
heard of friends and colleagues 
having a highly stressful time 
during pregnancy and after 
childbirth. She adds, “I’d say 
the bigger challenge is when 
children start going to school. 
While companies do give a 
lot of incentives like summer 
camps for children, they last 
for only a few hours in the day 
and unless there’s another adult 
who can pick them up after their 
classes, the onus again falls on 
the parents. At the end of the day 
many women inevitably take a 
break.”

For the majority of young 
working women in IT and other 
private sector jobs, having a 
child is more often than not 
a career-breaker. For women 
in blue-collar jobs, a child 
is an inevitable extra hurdle 
that the woman is expected to 
overcome by herself without 
any institutional support. 
While empowerment through 
legislation is a necessity, unless 
the government and private-
sector employers prioritise and 
implement the laws effectively, 
Tamil Nadu’s positive maternal 
and child health indicators and 
high female literacy rates will 
not be complemented with more 
women in the workforce.

(This article was produced with 
assistance from Building a Voice for 
Children, a PII-UNICEF fellowship, 
and had appeared in Himal 
Southasian.)

When having a child means fighting 
a lonely battle

Rani, very old and bent, has to 
do the same. 

The number of individuals and 
households experiencing severe 
deprivation is increasing partly 
due to the overall food shortage 
and also due to increasing health 
problems and the growing 
migration of workers from the 
village, leaving behind their 
elderly parents and children. The 
drought conditions have made 
things even more difficult for 

them. Yet, it is an indication of 
the large heartedness of these 
people that even in conditions of 
extreme distress and shortage, 
the sharing of food with those 
who are most disadvantaged 
goes on.

However, the government’s 
relief measures fall far short of the 
needs of the region. The survival 
of many weak and vulnerable 
people in Mahuvabandh is under 
threat. At the group discussion, 

the villagers reported that the 
death rate during the past year 
has been higher than usual. 
This writer received the same 
estimate from two other villages 
of the district. <

A hunch-backed 
Gulab Rani, 70, walks 
everyday for work.

Urmila, a disabled woman of 
Mahuvabandh Village, has to 
walk a km daily to fetch water.
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Binita Kanhara, 32, a tribal 
woman from Rajikakhol 
Village in Chakapada 

Block of Kandhamal District in 
Odisha was very happy the day 
she learnt that she was expecting 
her first child. Nine months 
later, when the D-day came, 
her mother-in-law decided that 
the delivery would take place 
at home. Unfortunately, the 
newborn child did not survive 
as it was weak and anaemic 
and needed medical care. The 
incident left Binita traumatised 
for months on end.

When she was expecting her 
second child, Binita spent the 
entire duration of the pregnancy 
in misery. What if this one too 
didn’t survive? Not only was 
she physically weak but the 
child was born anaemic and 
malnourished this time around 
as well. Miraculously for her, 
the accredited social health 
activist (ASHA) of her village, 
Martha Diggal, 24, arrived at 
her doorstep and managed to 
convince her mother-in-law 
to let Binita and the newborn 
be transferred to the nearest 
hospital. Though it was a tough 
battle for survival, the child 
pulled through. And today, 
Binita is the proud mother of not 
one but three healthy children – 
her last one was delivered at the 
hospital.

Says Binita, “In our village, 
institutional deliveries were 
a big no-no due to certain 
traditional norms. For instance, 
a pregnant woman had to remain 
in isolation for many days after 
child birth. But things are slowly 
changing. During my third 
pregnancy, thanks to Martha, I 
ate well and took supplements 
regularly. Moreover, she gave 
my family and me valuable 
advice on how to derive benefit 

Here, motherhood is no longer 
a frightful experience 
The Improving Maternal Health Status initiative in Odisha’s Kandhamal and Sundergarh Districts, where 
factors such as chronic poverty, illiteracy, superstition, and limited access to basic health and hygiene 
services are a given, has brought about a sea change in attitudes towards maternal care. Women now feel 
empowered as not only can they voice their concerns but even the age-old social customs that affect them 
adversely are slowly disappearing. They have access to health supplements, regular medical check-ups, 
and can even go to a hospital for delivery
SaraDa lahangir, Kandhamal, Odisha

from health schemes, especially 
the Janani Suraksha Yojna (JSY). 
Then when I was ready to give 
birth she took me to the hospital 
right away. It was a normal, safe 
delivery.”

Martha proved to be a saviour 
for Binita because she had 
the guidance of the activists 
of the Centre for Youth and 
Social Development (CYSD), 
a Bhubaneswar-based non-
government organisation that 
has teamed up with Oxfam India 
to implement the Department 
of International Development 
(DFID)-supported Global 
Poverty Action Fund initiative, 
Improving Maternal Health 
Status in Six States in India, 
launched in October 2012.

The special intervention 
is currently underway in 70 
villages across Kandhamal 
and Sundergarh Districts. 
Kandhamal is a tribal-dominated 
district where factors such 
as chronic poverty owing to 
livelihood insecurity, illiteracy, 
superstition, and limited access 
to basic health and hygiene 
services have conspired to 
increase the overall vulnerability 
of the people. A look at the 
dismal health indicators only 
reiterates the need for a focused 
maternal health project here. As 
per the Annual Health Survey 
2011-12, the Maternal Mortality 
Ratio (MMR) in Kandhamal is 
297 (state average 237) and the 
Infant Mortality Rate (IMR) is 
86 (state-wide it’s 59), highest 
among the 30 districts.

Says Akshay Kumar Biswal, 
regional manager, Oxfam 
India, “In order to improve the 
maternal health outcomes at the 
grassroots, we decided to build 
the capacities of the community, 
local institutions like the Gaon 
Kalyan Samiti (GKS), or the 

Village Health and Sanitation 
Committee, mandated under 
the National Health Mission, 
as well as the anganwadi 
(nursery) workers and ASHAs 
because they are responsible for 
rolling out government health 
schemes. Under our community 
monitoring approach, what has 
worked wonders is the creation 
of the village health atlas.”

So, what is the village 
health atlas? Anil Rout, district 
coordinator, CYSD, explains, 
“In Kandhamal, across 34 
project villages in the three 
blocks of Tikabali, Chakapada 
and Khajuripada, we have 
undertaken an extensive exercise 
to create the village health atlas 
so that the community at large, 
GKS members and the health 
workers become aware of the 
number of pregnant women in 
their village and the status of 
availability of health services in 
their area, among several other 
critical aspects that can play a 
decisive role in improving the 
odds of survival for the mother 
and child.” 

The health atlas is a 
collaborative effort – it is 
prepared by the villagers, in 
general, and GKS members, 
in particular, using select 
participatory rural appraisal 
tools. A series of activities 
is undertaken before all the 
information is finally collated. 
For starters, a walk through the 
village is organised to assess 
the number of households, 
settlement pattern on the basis of 
caste and other factors, distance 
from the main road, location of 
resources, and so on. All these 
impact the manner in which 
pregnant and lactating mothers 
avail of maternal health care. 

Following this, a detailed 
map is made, which includes 
information such as the nearest 
anganwadi centre, location of 
the anganwadi worker’s home 
and number of expectant women 
or adolescent girls. The next step 
is creation of a household well-
being ranking chart – on a scale 
of comparatively better-off, in 
the middle and the poorest – to 
identify the most vulnerable 
families. Thereafter, discussions 
are held with women to better 
understand their specific issues 
–the problems faced during 

pregnancy, lack of familial 
support, pressures of producing 
boys, and so on. 

Later, a relation diagram 
analysis and family map are 
put together. While the former 
presents a basic picture of the 
availability of health facilities 
and challenges in accessing 
them so that women know where 
to go to get the best service, 
the latter lists out the family 
demographics – age of parents, 
age of marriage, age and sex 
of children, miscarriages/still 
births, immunisation record, pre-
and post-natal care, etc.

All the different components 
make up a comprehensive health 
atlas, which at a single glance 
allows the GKS members and 
health workers to take appropriate 
measures to enhance the health 
outcomes for the women. Biswal 
points out, “There are several 
advantages of making the health 
atlas, which is updated on a 
quarterly basis. Firstly, it enables 
the community members, 
particularly women, to get 
involved in the health planning 
process. Secondly, it aids the GKS 
members to prepare a village 
health plan with an emphasis 
on maternal health. Thirdly, it 
links eligible households with 
the government’s various social 
security schemes.”

In Rajikakhol, the health atlas 
has equipped ASHA Martha 
Diggal with all the right tools 
to do her job well. She says, 
“Illiteracy here is high and 
everyone is struggling to make 
ends meet as they are mostly 
marginal farmers or wage 
labourers. Earlier, concerns 
about the health of the women 
or children were never really a 
priority. This resulted in high 
maternal and infant mortality 
mostly due to pregnancy related 
complications, high levels of 

anaemia and low incidence of 
institutional delivery. But ever 
since we have come together with 
CYSD to make the health atlas, 
there is heightened awareness 
and a perceptible change in 
attitude. Now all the pregnant 
women in my area get regular 
health check-ups and there is 
100 per cent immunisation.”

“Being uneducated and 
ignorant I used to insist that 
my daughter-in-law follow 
what I did as a young woman. 
In my day, we were told not 
to eat nutrition rich food lest 
we became too heavy and had 
difficulty in child birth. Also 
we had to be in isolation after 
delivery. I realise I was wrong,” 
says Binita’s mother-in-law. 

 This attitudinal transformation 
is reflected in the numbers. “In 
the last two years, no maternal 
death has been reported from the 
34 villages. Of the 294 deliveries 
that took place between 
February and August 2014, 259 
happened in a hospital. Besides, 
210 women have availed of the 
Mamata Yojana and 246 women 
have derived benefit from JSY,” 
states Rout.

Mother of two Basanti 
Kanhar, whose second delivery 
took place in a hospital, sums 
up perfectly, “Ever since we 
took part in making the health 
atlas, during which we learnt the 
importance of marrying at the 
right age, proper birth spacing, 
and availing the ante- and post-
natal care made available by the 
government, motherhood is no 
longer the frightful experience it 
used to be.”
(Courtesy: Women’s Feature Service)

<

A grassroots worker explains how the health atlas works. The 
atlas, which is regularly updated, is helping women to get 
associated with the health-planning process.

Thanks to the creation of the village health atlas in all the 34 
project villages in Kandhamal, motherhood has become the 
wonderful experience it ought to be.
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Committed barefoot auditors 
ensure healthcare for mothers
Even though Maharashtra is among the more developed states in India, the benefits of growth are unevenly 
distributed. Some regions have been underdeveloped, especially those with predominantly tribal population. 
The district of Nandurbar is one of them, where 70 per cent of the population comprises Bhils and Pawaras, 
a majority of whom live below the poverty line. With one of the highest number of landless adivasi labourers, 
Shahada Block is perhaps the worst affected both in terms of livelihood security as well as health outcomes.  
Despite these challenges, a significant change is now underway

As part of a special 
maternal health inter-
vention undertaken by 

Janarth Adivasi Vikas Sansthan 
(JAVS), a local non-government 
organisation, and Oxfam India, 
under the DFID-supported 
Global Poverty Action Fund 
initiative, an empowered and 
socially responsible force of 
barefoot auditors, or Gram 
Arogya Sakhas, is hard at work 
in 35 villages in Shahada Block 
in Maharashtra’s Nandurbar 
District, motivating women 
to eat better, get their pre- and 
post-natal check-ups on time, go 
in for institutional delivery and 
immunise their children. 

Jagu Pahar, 43, is one such 
barefoot auditor saving lives 
of mothers and newborns. The 
former sarpanch (village head) 
of Vagharda, 25 kilometres 
from Shahada, is convinced that 
healthy mothers and children 
can ensure a better future for 
his community – an attitude that 
makes him perfect for the task 
that Janarth and Oxfam India 
have hand-picked him to do. 

According to Preeti Bohidar, 
project officer - Health, Oxfam 
India, Raipur Regional Office, 
“Today, maternal health is a key 
challenge, especially in the rural 
areas where poverty is stark 
and resources hard to come 
by. While the National Health 
Mission, the government’s 
flagship health programme, has 
introduced several schemes that 
promise incentives and facilities 
to improve the situation, a 
glaring lack of awareness in the 
community at large and among 
women, in particular, with 
regard to their basic rights and 
entitlements often has disastrous 
consequences for them. In 
Nandurbar, it’s the barefoot 
auditors, who have been 
successful in filling the crucial 

Dilnaz boga, Nandurbar, Maharashtra
information gaps ever since they 
started work under the project in 
2012. The barefoot auditors have 
received training from Janarth to 
help them understand the issues 
better and carry out their work 
effectively.”

What exactly does a barefoot 
auditor do? “S/he forms 
a crucial link between the 
community, the non-government 
organisation and various 
government departments. The 
main responsibility is to spread 
awareness on the various 
schemes and facilities available 
to pregnant and lactating women 
and to push the community to 
involve itself in ensuring that 
the health needs of its girls and 
women are met properly. After 
all, only rigorous community 
action and monitoring can 
effectively reduce the risks over 
time. Each of the project villages 
has one barefoot auditor, who 
is passionate, outspoken and 
someone the locals look up to. 
Most are at least semi-literate,” 
informs Ranajana Kanhere, 
executive director, Janarth. 

As a barefoot auditor, Pahar 
not only meets all the above 
criteria but he has also been 
able to fulfill the responsibilities 
given to him. He learnt the ropes 
during the training sessions that 
were conducted in 2013 by 
Dr Mohan Deshpande of the 
Pune-based Arogya Bhan. Pahar 
elaborates, “We were informed 
about our rights, the schemes 
we are entitled to and how a 
government hospital functions.  
The sessions enabled me to 
identify five children who were 
suffering from malnutrition. I 
was able to make sure they got 
vital treatment and diligently 
followed-up with the primary 
health centre [PHC] at Shahada 
as well.” Pahar’s efforts have 
borne results. Since he took 

over as Vagharda’s barefoot 
auditor in 2013, there have been 
no maternal deaths or deliveries 
at home. He says, “Using 
illustrations I explain concepts 
to people. I make a note of the 
number of pregnant women 
in the village and talk to them 
about eating right and taking the 
necessary precautions. I even 
ensure that they get the diet and 
the monetary incentives they 
are entitled to under different 
government schemes. So there’s 
an overall improvement in 
the maternal health indicators 
here.”

In the neighbouring hamlet of 
Bhute, women do not hesitate to 
turn to Manga Thackeray, 55, 
for health-related advice. Along 
with his niece, Bharati Udaysi, 
who is working with Janarth 
as a local activist, the barefoot 
auditor has been able to motivate 
his people to stand up together 
to secure their rights. 

During the early days of 
the intervention, however, 
Thackeray had faced stiff 
resistance to his “new-age 
ideas about child birth”. Over 
generations, tribals have been 
following certain customs that 
may be detrimental to the well-
being of the mother and child but 
the elders insist on sticking to 
them. “Take the practice of not 
eating enough during pregnancy 
simply because they don’t want 
the baby to grow too big. They 
fear the delivery would be 
extremely painful. I had to sit 
with them and clarify why that 
was not good for them or their 
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Some of the children who were diagnosed as suffering from 
malnutrition.

Jagu Pahar (seated in chair, right), the barefoot auditor of 
Vagharda, a village in Nandurbar, is saving lives of mothers 
and newborns by spreading awareness about the health 
needs of girls and women.

Manga Thackeray’s niece, Bharati Udaysi (extreme right), works 
with Janarth as a local field activist. She and her uncle have 
joined forces to spread awareness through pictures on proper 
nutrition and immunisation among girls and women in Bhute.

infants,” elaborates Thackeray. 
Ensuring immunisation was the 
other major hurdle. Says Udaysi, 
“My uncle, I and our accredited 
social health activist (ASHA) 
have had to make several home 
visits to convince them. Even 
then mothers-in-law used to 
constantly interfere and say that 
since they didn't immunise their 
kids so there was no need for 
their daughters-in-law to do so. 
We had to patiently hear them 
out and then answer their queries 
till they were convinced.”

There has been a visible 
change. “Nowadays, they 
approach either me or Bharati for 
assistance and we not only give 
them the necessary information 
but also put them in touch with 
the ASHA. 

Consequently, the number of 
deliveries taking place at home 
has reduced,” states Thackeray. 
Speaking with Laxmi Barade, a 

shy tribal woman from Bhute, 
gives an idea of the kind of trust 
Thackeray and Udaysi have 
created for themselves in the 
community. “I know more about 
sanitation and nutrition thanks 
to Manga-ji. Due to my regular 
interactions with him and Bharati 
I have realised the importance 
of consuming leafy vegetables. 
They give us iron supplements 
that help build immunity and 
are essential for the growth of 
the child. Most women in our 
village suffer from malnutrition 
and anaemia as our staple 
diet is chillies and bhakri (flat 
unleavened bread), which isn’t 
a balanced meal but we used to 
eat it anyway not realising its 
impact on our health. That’s not 
the case anymore,” she says. 

Thackeray, who is also a 
sugarcane and cotton farmer, is 
happy that he has managed to 
bring about a perceptible change 
in the way his people approach 
and access health care. “There 
were so many difficulties but I 
decided to persist. Right now the 
awareness levels are so high that 
if anyone sees a villager being 
ignored at the PHC, they step 
up and voice their concern to the 
doctor in-charge. Personally, the 
training changed my outlook as 
well. I don't fear anyone anymore 
as I know our rights. In case of 
a serious problem, approaching 
the collector, too, does not look 
daunting,” he signs off with a 
wide smile. 

(Courtesy: Women’s Feature Service)
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The marginalised take to music, 
theatre to fight their battles
Dalit groups across India have been using cultural expression in the relentless battle for their survival. They 
use meaningful and thought-provoking verses and stories to stir workers, women and youth into questioning 
the caste system and sexism, while also resisting policies and practices of the government and private 
corporations that violate human rights and civil liberties
puShpa achanta, Bengaluru

For 33-year-old Charan 
Jadhav, childhood memor-
ies are linked with hearing 

about atrocities committed 
on Dalits in the Marathwada 
Region of Maharashtra. The 
Namantar Andolan or the Name 
Change Movement to rename 
the Marathwada University there 
as the Dr Ambedkar University 
lasted 16 long years, during 
which thousands of Dalits were 
raped, murdered or assaulted 
and their belongings destroyed. 

Today, Jadhav, a music and 
theatre teacher hailing from 
Aurangabad District, says: 
“When I was around nine, I 
accompanied my grandfather to 
a feast organised by a dominant 
caste family. He told me that we 
must sit separate from the main 
dining area as we are considered 
‘polluting’ Dalits. I understood 
that as ‘casteism’ only later 
and have been highlighting and 
opposing it in all possible ways. 
Sadly, it persists in households, 
educational institutions, eateries, 
places of worship, etc”. 

A music composer, singer 
and lyricist, Jadhav can play 
the harmonium and a few 
other instruments which he 
taught himself. He worked in a 
private firm for a decade before 
music and theatre won his full-
time interest. Currently, he is 
associated with Yalgar, a cultural 
forum comprising young Dalit 

and Muslim musicians and 
performers. 

“We launched Yalgar in 
Maharashtra in May 2015 
to reach socio-economically 
excluded youth, through music 
and theatre so that they have a 
platform for self-expression,” 
says Dhammarakshit Mukti-
wadi, co-founder, Yalgar. A 
post-graduate in social work 
with formal theatre training, the 
20-something is a passionate 
singer besides being a feisty and 
mature activist. Group members 
Praveen, Siddharth, Sudesh 
and Mohammed, all in their 
twenties, who have studied the 
performing arts, hail from low- 
to middle-income households. 
Some of them have performed 
with Kabir Kala Manch, a 
renowned troupe of Pune-based 
Dalit, Bahujan and Adivasi 
musicians and performers, a few 
of whom have been incarcerated 
for over three years under false 
charges of threatening national 
security, Dhammarakshit adds. 

Yalgar members have travelled 
across India singing and staging 
plays about different kinds of 
socio-economic injustice, such 
as discrimination and violence 
on the basis of caste, gender, 
class, religion, language, region 
etc. despite constitutional 
protections. “We also highlight 
how private agencies collude 
with the government to grab 

land from basti (slum) residents, 
Dalits and Adivasis for mining 
and for constructing shopping 
malls and residential complexes, 
nationwide. Positive response to 
our performances and support 
from our families, friends and 
allies, some of whom are artistes, 
motivate us to continue,” says 
Dhammarakshit. 

Then, there is Aisa Kaha 
Unhone (They said That), a 
soul-stirring performance by 
SPACE Theatre Ensemble, 
with meaningful Hindi verse 
portraying how patriarchy 
controls women and girls and 
is critical of the self-reliant 
and the “unrestrained” among 
them. SPACE primarily 
consists of young performers 
from Goa trained by noted 
environmentalist, author and 
theatre director, Hartmann D 
Souza. Andrea Pereira, associate 
artistic director, who has been 
with SPACE for over five years, 
says, “We have performed in 
urban and rural areas nationwide, 
schools, colleges, auditoriums 
and residential neighbourhoods, 
Koodankulam (the controversial 
nuclear power plant) and Bhopal 
(near the site of the world’s worst 
industrial accident). We live 
with communities, understand 
their issues and incorporate 
their stories into our plays and 
poetry, largely in English, Hindi 
and Tamil. The response that we 
have received has encouraged us 
to continue our efforts.” 

SPACE also performs Woman 
River, showing how mining in 
Goa has affected water bodies, 
life and the environment. They 
also have short but powerful 
pieces on the realities of the 
Bhopal gas tragedy survivors 
who did not get the necessary 
support for their healthcare and 
livelihood and of the lives of 
gender minorities who often 

face stigma and are ostracized 
by their families, the state and 
society.

And then there are Sowmini 
and Boaz of Kanyakumari 
District in Tamil Nadu. They 
use songs to portray struggles 
of Dalits, economically 
disadvantaged rural women 
and agricultural labourers and 
also create awareness among 
these communities about their 
rights and entitlements. Aged 
over sixty, the energetic and 
unassuming duo is part of a larger 
group of performers using simple 
yet powerful scripts and lyrics 
urging people to demand their 
rights. They have successfully 
restored land to many title-
holders in the district.

Also from Tamil Nadu and 
comprising young performers 
from different districts is Manal 
Magudhi, a group which stages 
plays combining music, dance 
and drama in its unique style. 
Some of its themes are drawn 
from folk legends like that of 
Nallathangal (a woman from 
Madurai who committed suicide 
with her seven children owing to 
a famine, over a thousand years 
ago) while other narratives like 
Maya Komalingala Jala Kannadi 
(masks that clowns wear) urge 
the actors and audience to look 
inward and perhaps question 
their beliefs, thoughts and 
emotions. 

“Most of the performers in our 
troupe are studying or working 
in different jobs. We create our 
props, sets and also have a few 
well-wishers and supporters 
who help us stage our shows 
outside Tamil Nadu. Of course, 
this is tough but we continue,” 
says Murugaboopathy, the 
founder and director who also 
teaches theatre in Koilpatti in 
Tamil Nadu’s Tuticorin District.
Rendering stirring numbers in 

Kannada about the downside 
of globalisation, privatisation 
and economic liberalisation are 
Nirmala, Balu and other youth 
like them. While the former is 
the lead singer of Bhoomi Thayi 
Balaga (Mother Earth troupe), 
Balu plays different types of 
percussion instruments such 
as the djembe, of West African 
origin. Incidentally, almost 
all of them were trained by 
Janardhana K., a soft-spoken 
activist who was associated 
with Samavda, a non-profit 
organisation in Bangalore that 
educates socio-economically 
marginalizsed youth from rural 
Karnataka about fundamental 
rights, significance of grassroots 
political struggles, etc. 

Similarly, Subbaiah from 
Puducherry, Meera and Kaladas 
Deheriya from Bhilai and 
Aruldass Vijaya from Bengaluru, 
all Dalits, are steeped in socio-
political activism. They all 
use meaningful and thought-
provoking verses and stories to 
stir workers, women and youth 
into questioning casteism and 
sexism and resisting policies and 
practices of the government and 
private corporations violating 
labour and human rights and 
civil liberties.

Whenever we organise protests 
against delayed or low wages, 
long hours, sudden termination 
and other exploitative working 
conditions (laid) by the town 
municipality or companies, the 
police lathi-charge us. Further, 
false accusations of rioting are 
leveled against us instead of the 
ruffians who are often deployed 
by the private firms who disrupt 
our protests through vandalism. 
Nevertheless, we will continue 
demanding our rights and 
justice through various methods, 
peacefully,” says Kaladas 
Deheriya, a seasoned member of 
the Chattisgarh Mukti Morcha, 
an offshoot of the movement 
founded in Madhya Pradesh by 
the late Shankar Guha Niyogi, 
a charismatic trade union 
leader. Deheriya’s determined 
words capture the importance 
of using cultural expression in 
the relentless battles that the 
marginalised in India wage for 
their basic survival.

Sowmini and Boaz, socio-cultural activists from Tamil Nadu.
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L-r: The SPACE theatre ensemble performs in Bangalore; Yalgar members in the middle of a performance; Kaladas Deheriya 
reads out his poem.



When Shahida was 
studying she wanted 
to be a surgeon. But 

the untimely death of her father, 
which further pushed her family 
into abject poverty, did not 
allow her to continue with her 
education beyond Class Seven. 
With the mounting pressure to 
make a living she took to doing 
chikan embroidery (traditi-
onal embroidery style from 
Lucknow), a vocation followed 
by five generations of women in 
her family. 

In the past three decades, 
Shahida has perfected the craft 
and is counted among the few 
veterans in the field, who work 
mainly on high value export 
orders. She is content with 
the Rs 850 that she gets for 
every elegant chikan dress that 
she creates after putting in 15 
strenuous hours of work daily; 
it doesn’t bother her that her 
masterpieces will eventually be 
sold at a price tag of no less than 
$250, around Rs 15,000.

It really comes as no big 
surprise that whereas the 
turnover of the export house 
where she is employed has 
increased by more than four fold 
in past seven years, Shahida, 
with her average monthly 
income of Rs 2500, continues 
to struggle to meet her everyday 
expenses. A single mother, she 
is the sole breadwinner of her 
family of four and her only 
concern now is the education of 
her three daughters. “I was not 
able to go to high school but my 
daughters will not meet the same 
fate. I want them to continue 
their education and pursue their 
dreams,” says Shahida, her eyes 
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How long can chikankari 
artisans live in dire straits?
Apart from the everyday challenges brought on by poverty, chikankari workers have 
to contend with serious health issues, mostly weakening eyesight and painful cervical 
spondylosis, for which they have no money to seek treatment. Where excessive 
commercialisation has certainly not meant a better life for them, most artisans rue that 
their craft, too, has been compromised
anuraDha Shukla, Lucknow

fixed on the georgette kurta that 
she is embroidering in pink.

There are scores of chikankari 
artisans like Shahida scattered 
across Lucknow, the bustling, 
historic state capital of Uttar 
Pradesh. In fact, over the past 
400 years, exquisite chikan 
threadwork, created by the 
nimble fingers of local women, 
has firmly established itself as 
the most sought after craftwork 
from the region. Of the 2.5 lakh 
artisans in Lucknow and its 
adjoining areas, two lakh are 
women, mostly from the Muslim 
Community, who make less than 
half-a-dollar a day. 

Of course, the poor wages 
belie the increasing demand 
of chikankari nationally and 
internationally. According to 
Vinod Kumar Arjundas, mentor 
of Ada Chikan, a leading chikan 
retail outlet in the up-market high 
street of Hazratganj in Lucknow, 
“The appeal of chikankari is 
global today. There is huge 
demand for chikan dresses from 
the Middle East, US, the UK 
as well as several European 
countries.”

Incidentally, Ada Chikan 
supplies to loyal customers 
across all major Indian metros 
and the overseas market at prices 
that can go as high as Rs 2.5 
lakh. The business boasts of high 
profile buyers, including former 
US President Bill Clinton, poet 
and lyricist Gulzar as well as 
many Hindi film actors like 
Sridevi and Manisha Koirala.

Apart from the entrepreneurs, 
the rising appeal of chikankari 
has attracted a whole lot of 
middlemen to the thriving 
industry. There are 3000 retailers 
and manufacturers in addition to 
5000 exporters operating from 
Lucknow and Delhi alone. Only 
10 per cent of the items produced 
are for the local markets. The 
rest is supplied to other metros 
in the country while a major 25 
per cent is shipped abroad.

Unfortunately, none of this has 
had a positive impact on the lives 
of those who handcraft these 
wonderful items. Apart from the 
everyday challenges brought on 
by poverty, they have to contend 
with serious health issues, 
mostly weakening eyesight and 
painful cervical spondylosis, for 
which also they have no money 
to seek treatment. 

“On an average it takes 
five to seven days to make a 
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her studies after high school. 
Her elder daughter is going to 
graduate soon while other two 
are in Class 11 and Class 10. Her 
son is in now in his first year of 
college.

“Since the chikan craft 
industry is unorganised, it’s the 
entrepreneurs who thrive even 
as the women workers silently 
bear the exploitation. We are 
doing our bit by organising 
them and ensuring a better 
marketplace for them but we 
have our limitations. Funds are 
a problem especially when there 
is not much support from the 
government. We use the money 
that we generate by selling their 
products,” says Runa Banerjee, 
CEO of the Self Employed 
Women Association (SEWA), 
Lucknow, which she co-founded 
with Sehba Hussain in 1984.

SEWA has been extensively 
involved in organising women 
engaged in the chikankari 
industry and has built up a 
network of over 7000 women 
who are supported by the 
organisation not just in securing 
minimum wages and creating 
a market for their products but 
also in getting education for 
their children as well as better 
health services.

This move towards em-
powering the chikankari 
workers has led manufactu-
rers and middlemen to trade 
the city artisans for their rural 
counterparts from places like 
Kakori, Sitapur, Barabanki, 
Lakhimpur and Malihabad, 
where they are still okay 
with getting a mere Rs 25-50 
per kurta.  Where excessive 
commer-cialisation has certainly 

not meant a better life for them, 
most artisans rue that their craft, 
too, is compromised. Shamina 
Rizvi, a veteran chikankari 
worker from the Saadatgunj 
area of Old Lucknow, complains 
loudly, “Most businessmen have 
no idea of the craft. To maximise 
their profits they are forcing us 
to create coarse work using just 
four to five basic stitches. The 
art is slowly dying. There are a 
handful of artisans who can do 
all 32 stitches.”

Most of the products are made 
from basic stitches like bakhiya 
(seam), ulta bakhiya (shadow 
work), jaali (net), chana patti, 
murri, tepchi and ghaas-patti. 
Shailendra Kakkar, who runs 
a chikan manufacturing house 
in Chowk, says, “The high-
end designer houses can wait 
till 6-8 months to finish their 
order line but the commercial 
market cannot afford the long 
supply period. So we tend to 
use embroidery designs that are 
less time consuming.” Shamina 
Rizvi has the final word, “The 
work I do is widely admired 
and yet I cannot earn enough 
to live a respectable, if not a 
comfortable, life. Am I really 
asking for too much?” 

(Courtesy: Women’s Feature Service)
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kurta (top). If the embroidery 
is more intricate then it may 
take up to 15 days. The work 
is so strenuous that no one can 
continue for more than seven to 
eight hours at a stretch. It’s not 
uncommon for women artisans 
like me to lose their eyesight. 
Sadly, after that happens they 
remain jobless,” shares Shanti 
Devi, who works for SS Chikan 
Work, based in the Chowk area 
of old Lucknow.

Women either take up work at 
home or they head to one of the 
many basement factories that are 
operational in the Chowk area. In 
their 8-to 10-hour working day 
they just get a 30 minute break. 
Most of them are not allowed to 
speak to customers and they are 
frequently subjected to abuse 
and mistreatment. “There is no 
hope for us and no support from 
the government. My eyesight 
is already getting weak and I 
realise that I will not be able 
to continue much longer. When 
that happens, who is going 
to feed me and my family?” 
questions Najma, an artisan, 
who is doing embroidery for the 
past 26 years.

With no government support 
or social security to better their 
lives, Najma knows that only 
a good education can save her 
children from falling into the 
trap that she did all those years 
ago. “My daughters do know 
this craft but I do not wish them 
to take it up professionally. I am 
sending them to school so that 
they get better jobs and have a 
better life than their mother. I'm 
working in shifts to earn more 
to make this happen,” adds a 
determined Najma, who quit 

<

Cash-starved small handloom weavers across the country are set to get almost double the 
credit available now in a move aimed at helping them increase their productivity and gain 
independence from master weavers. The Textile Ministry is roping in large public sector banks 
such as the United Bank, UCO Bank, Canara Bank, Bank of India and PNB to partner in a 
scheme to extend concessional loans up to Rs5 lakh to handloom weavers in all states under 
the Pradhan Mantri Mudra Yojana. The Centre has decided to discontinue the Weaver Credit 
Card scheme, which provides a maximum loan of Rs2 lakh. From July, handloom weavers 
will be extended credit only under the Weaver Mudra Scheme, which will have the additional 
feature of allowing them to withdraw the sanctioned amount from ATMs using RuPay cards.

The Weaver Mudra Scheme, too, will provide credit at concessional rates as the credit card 
scheme. It has been modified from the original Mudra scheme to incorporate the 3 per cent 
interest subvention provided to handloom weavers for three years. The Centre plans to cover 
five lakh weavers under the Mudra Scheme over the next three years and has sought the 
assistance of States. There are over 23 lakh looms in the country and about 43 lakh workers 
engaged in the sector. 

               (Courtesy: BusinessLine)

Handloom weavers to get more credit

Najma, who has been a 
chikankari artisan for the 
past 26 years, is just one of 
the two lakh women artisans 
in Lucknow and its adjoining 
areas, who make less than 
half-a-dollar a day.

Chikankari worker Shanti 
Devi reveals that, given 
the strenuous work, it is 
not uncommon for women 
artisans like her to lose 
their eyesight after which 
they are rendered jobless.
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The dull, grey skies could hardly dampen the spirits of the women who had been entrusted with the 
responsibility of building toilets in various homes in their area. Having received training as masons, they 
were aware that all eyes were on them. Not ones to back down, they continued their work — walking through 
the slush, mixing cement and putting bricks together. However, even as they diligently laboured away in the 
downpour they knew they were building much more than a structure; they were building their own future 

While masonry is not a 
typical job that one can 
see women associated 

with, in the Demow Block of 
Sibsagar District of Assam, the 
scenario has changed. Today, 
women are receiving formal 
training and are working at par 
with their male counterparts. 
The initiative, the brainchild 
of the district commissioner, 
Virendra Mittal, is the result 
of a concerted move to make 
the region open defecation free 
(ODF). 

“As part of the Swachh Bharat 
Abhiyan, or Clean India Mission, 
we have been working towards 
building a toilet in every home 
and changing people’s mindsets 
about hygiene issues. While one 
block, Lakwa, has been declared 
ODF, incidentally the first in 
Assam, work on achieving the 
same has started in Demow. Of 
course, as we were coming up 
with an action plan to make this 
happen, we realised that there 
was a severe shortage of masons 
to do the work,” says Mittal. 
As the administration began 
to hire male masons in large 
numbers so that work could 
happen simultaneously in many 
locations, a clear shortage of 
skilled workforce did pose a real 
threat. “That’s when I discussed 
the possibility of training women 
as masons. So far, the response 
has been positive,” he adds.

Aparajita Gogoi, a feisty 38-
year-old from Demow, was the 
first to raise her hand when the 
officials proposed the idea of 
providing training in masonry to 
women during a public meeting. 
“I just wanted to grab hold of 

any opportunity that gave me a 
chance to move ahead in life and 
do something for the betterment 
of my community,” she reveals.

Gogoi’s enthusiasm thorou-
ghly impressed the officials who 
asked her to pick six women and 
form the first team that would 
receive the masonry training. “I 
selected a mixed group – some 
are from the local women’s self-
help group, of which I am a part, 
and the rest are homemakers. 
My aim was to bring together 
women who are motivated and 
would not back down in the face 
of difficulties,” she explains, 
adding, “After we completed 
the training, our first job was 
at Tukeshwar Gogoi’s house 
in Thowra. They are very poor 
and were using a pit for a toilet. 
Although due to continuous rains 
the work was not smooth, we did 
manage to build the structure in 
six days.”

Since they have started 
working about a month ago, 
Gogoi and her group have 
already constructed two toilets 
and recently landed another 
contract. Obviously, they’ve had 
to undertake some confidence-
building measures to overcome 
the hurdles that came their way 
not just from the community but 
also within their own families. 

Meera Gogoi, 40, recalls how 
at first she was not really sure 
whether her husband would 
approve of her new vocation. 
“It’s not like I come from a very 
poor family, but having my own 
source of income meant being 
independent from asking my 
husband for money for every 
little thing. It meant being 

guilt-free for wanting to spend 
on myself. But then putting 
forth such an argument before 
my husband felt... inadequate 
somehow. I was nervous,” she 
elaborates.

 So, the mother of two – a boy 
in college and a girl in school 
– sought the help of her group 
members to build her case. They 
motivated her to give it a try. 
“I finally went to my husband 
and told him how I felt. In the 
beginning, he was not sure, but 
I said that it would make me 
happy to be able to work and 
interact with other women, and I 
could also help him out with the 
daily expenses if the need arose. 
He finally agreed,” she says. 
Truly, the money they make is 
quite useful. The daily wage 
of a mistri or mason is Rs 500, 
while the jugali, or helper gets 
Rs 350.

Being a mason means 
backbreaking work and long 
hours but the women and 
their families have made the 
necessary adjustments. “For me, 
the day starts at 4.30 am. I wake 
my son up and help him with his 
studies till 6 am. After that I do 
the cleaning and cooking and by 
8.30 am I send him to college. 
Then I get ready and head out 
for work. Usually, I come back 
by 4 pm but there are days when 
it gets late, around 7-8 pm,” says 
Gogoi.

The others are going the extra 
mile as well. Some, like Sunti 
Sangmai, another homemaker-
turned-mason, have been more 
fortunate because her husband 
works in a tea garden and stays 
there, while her son stays with 
some relatives in the town. “My 
son is studying in the polytechnic 
college and the extra income 
has enabled me to support his 
dreams. That was what pushed 
me to take this up,” says Sunti. 
That, and the fact that she would 
get to meet others like her who 
were passionate and shared her 
dream to make a real difference. 
And unlike the most ordinary 
construction areas, the all-
women work sites are buzzing 
with careless chatter and loud 
laughter. “I really look forward 
to my time at work,” Sunti 
confesses with a smile.  

 Whereas the families may 
have been more accommodating, 
the community – though not very 

harsh – was definitely a little 
more skeptical about the new 
role that the women assumed.  
“I come from the town area and 
there people didn’t question me 
or my family. They understood 
that an extra income is required. 
But in the villages, people would 
ask, ‘Is this the kind of work 
women ought to do?’ We would 
then say that if our families have 
supported us, then no one else 
should have a problem. 

Moreover, no work is big or 
small,” Gogoi points out. In 
time, people have accepted the 
idea of women as competent 
masons because where earlier 
they would request a male mason 
to double-check or supervise the 
work they were doing, nowadays 
they jokingly acknowledge that 
their quality of construction and 
workmanship would eventually 
end up putting the menfolk out 
of work.

According to Shahnawaz 
Choudhury, project director, 
District Rural Development 
Agencies (DRDA), 26 women 
have been trained as masons. 
Gogoi’s group has been chipping 
in to train others by sharing 
their practical knowledge and 
experience. As their success 
story spreads to various villages 
and towns in the vicinity, Gogoi 
and her enterprising women 
are inspiring many others to 
follow in their footsteps. For 
instance, in the remote village of 
Deodhai, around 38 kilometres 

azera parveen rahMan, Sibsagar, Assam

from Sibsagar Town, for the 
longest time the main road had 
been in a dilapidated state, full 
of potholes. 

Until recently, when the village 
women, led by their enterprising 
ward member, Aaroti Baruah, 
decided to do the repair work 
themselves after demanding 
financial assistance from the 
district administration. “Their 
effort was so commendable that 
with the community’s consent, 
we decided to name that road 
Mahila Ali (Mahila means 
women, Ali means road),” Mittal 
remarks. 

One road, several toilets and 
then who knows what else… 
the women masons of Sibsagar 
District are already building on 
their dreams. 
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Living up to their promise, and 
building on dreams

Women in the Demow Block of Sibsagar District in Assam 
are receiving formal training to work as masons and are 
working at par with their male counterparts.

Working as masons has not only given women a chance to 
earn an income but has also enabled them contribute to better 
hygiene in their community by constructing toilets.
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“We are scared of 
going out alone. 
Though having 

a toilet at home is such a 
necessity the male members of 
our families would never waste 
money building one,” confesses 
Sita Devi, who belongs to the 
Paswan Community of Usraina 
West Village. She has been 
married for 12 years now and 
covers her face with a ghoonghat 
(veil) all the time. “This is one 
daily ritual that binds us all. At 
least they are of help when there 
are criminals or snakes around,” 
she adds. 

Although the Central 
Government’s Swachh Bharat 
Abhiyan, an ambitious version 
of the previous regime’s Nirmal 
Bharat Abhiyan, promises to 
make all gram panchayats open 
defecation free in the coming 
five years, it’s going to be a tough 
task, especially considering 
the high levels of poverty and 
illiteracy as well as prevalence 
of traditional beliefs that do not 
allow for the construction of 
toilets within the premises of the 
home. 

Swachh Bharat proposes to 
cover all rural households with 
individual household latrines, 
cluster toilets, community toilets, 

Sneaking into the countryside to 
heed the call of nature
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In the numerous villages that dot the Hasba Block of Fatehpur District in Central Uttar Pradesh, the wee hours 
of the morning are a time for frantic activity. Across caste and class lines, women come out of their homes 
and head to the nearby fields to relieve themselves. If anyone tries to trouble them or an animal attacks, they 
stand up for each other. They are neither friends nor relatives and, in fact, in the light of day, most would 
never even share water with each other; yet, this one chore binds them all. Misery loves company and these 
women are a living proof of that
SaaDia aziM, Fatehpur, Uttar Pradesh

school and anganwadi (day-care 
centres or nurseries) toilets and 
solid liquid waste management 
activities in all gram panchayats 
across India by 2019, a deadline 
set to mark the 150th birth 
anniversary of the father of the 
nation, Mahatma Gandhi. 

The mission intends to create 
enhanced demand and con-
vergent action with the support 
of various agencies working on 
stimulating behavioural change 
in people through information, 
education, communication and 
interpersonal communication. 
The allocation of funds for 
building toilets has been raised 
from the earlier Rs 10000 to Rs 
12000 to specifically address 
issues of water availability, 
storing, hand washing and 

cleaning of toilets. Social habits, 
however, stand as the ultimate 
hurdle. 

“For generations, women 
from all castes have gotten 
together for this ‘chore’ that has 
to be finished at a certain hour. 
Lots need to be done before 
everyone in my village is aware 
of their right to a proper toilet,” 
says Amba Devi, 36, who is the 
only woman in Usraina West 
to have finished her schooling 
before getting married some 20 
years ago. Amba stands taller 
than others in the village for two 
reasons. First, she hails from 
Mumbai and is the most educated 
among her peers and, second, 
she belongs to the Chaurasia 
Community, considered to be 
a higher caste. The Chaurasias 
cultivate and sell betel leaves 
for a living. She remarks, “We 
could never get our daughters 
married with people from other 
castes. That is not our culture. 
Nor can we drink water from 
the same tubewell. But when it 
comes to relieving ourselves we 
have no other option and stand 
together with women of all 
communities.”

Even before the men of the 
family can wake up, the women 
folk are through with their 
‘excursion’. The Paswan, Lodh, 
Maurya, Chaurasia, Fakir and 
Muslim women move together 
for their own safety. “It’s quite 
dark at that hour and we simply 
cannot go alone. We desperately 
need toilets at home. Just 
imagine what happens when 
a woman has a stomach upset 
or she is menstruating. She is 
forced to go to the fields during 
the day, which is not allowed,” 
says Sapna, 15, who studies 
at the local government girls’ 
school at Usraina East Village. 
Just a few months ago, a toilet 

was built at school and today, 
she makes it a point to use it 
before coming home. 

Even though awareness 
around using a toilet is low 
in these parts, which chiefly 
contributes to the poor coverage 
here, Amba and Sapna share one 
more valid concern. “It would 
be good to have a toilet at home 
but I am not sure who will have 
the right to use it first. Usually, 
women are expected to place the 
needs of men above their own. 
Moreover, not only is water 
scarce, but also who would clean 
them up. Once again, it’s a caste 
thing,” observes Sapna. 

Adds Amba, “I think women 
will have to wait till the males 
use the toilet. They always have 
had priority; it’s been like that 
for ages. To defy it right away is 
going to be virtually impossible. 
Even today, a woman who is 
expected to stay in a ghoonghat 
all day is not able to discuss an 
issue as personal as a toilet with 
the men of the family.”

It’s not as if there are no 
toilets in and around the hamlets 
of Usraina East and West. But, 
according to Babulal, 26, a 
social activist-volunteer from 
the Paswan Community, who has 
worked on several government 
projects, the few that have 
been built are merely symbolic. 
“There are some Sulabh-
style toilets here but there are 
just too many people to use 
them. Besides, with negligible 
supply of water, it is difficult 
to maintain them. Some non-
government organisations have 
also constructed toilets, but then 
people do not want them made 
inside their homes. Availability 
of land is another big factor.”

Maneeshee Kumar, pro-
gramme manager, World Vision, 
an international non-profit that 
developed 164 toilets in the 
area this year, admits to facing 
challenges on the ground. “For 
us, each toilet costs Rs 19100 
and to increase community 
ownership we encourage 
families to share the cost with 
a Rs 1000 contribution. Even 
so, land entitlements, gender 
discrimination and age-old 
customary practices make things 
difficult,” she says. In a bid to 
integrate its sanitation efforts 
with the Swachh Bharat Abhiyan, 
World Vision has partnered with 

(Courtesy: Women’s Feature Service)

Sulabh International to build 
toilets in remote villages.

The toilets being built under 
the public private partnership 
(PPP) model are Sulabh-style 
with underground compartments. 
The waste that collects in them 
is converted to compost after 
three-four years and newer ones 
have to be fitted – that is added 
investment. With scarcity of 
water an ever-increasing reality, 
maintenance of the few existing 
toilets is another big cause for 
concern. 

Puja, a new bride in Usraina 
West, says, “It is a complex 
problem. For total sanitation, 
there’s need for a new social 
attitude, more water and 
adequate land. Many households 
do not qualify for building 
individual toilets because they 
don’t have enough land. One 
thing I have noticed here is that 
elders keep the few toilets that 
have been built locked up to 
discourage children from using 
them frequently. And, it is the 
men who get to use them while 
women have to go out in the 
open.”

The outspoken and articulate 
Amba Devi has the last word, 
“Unless the right to a toilet 
is considered to be as vital as 
health and human right, nothing 
much can be achieved. We need 
them like we need health centres 
and hospitals.”

Women of Usraina West Village believe that a toilet facility 
in the house would save them from animal attacks and 
miscreants.

Amba Devi (centre) believes it’s the lack of awareness about 
using toilets that is the root cause of their problems.

Not having a toilet at home 
and in public spaces affects 
girls and women the most, 
acknowledges Puja (above).
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Way back in 1981, 
when Norati Devi had 
joined the Social Work 

and Research Centre (SWRC), a 
non-government organisation 
that works out of Tilonia Village 
in Rajasthan’s Ajmer District, 
she wanted to do something for 
her people and, in the process, 
make something of her life. 
She got her opportunity when 
SWRC’s director Sanjit Roy 
filed a petition in the court that 
year on behalf of Norati and 
other women against the gross 
violations of the Minimum 
Wages Act, 1948, by the State 
Public Works Department 
during the construction of a road 
connecting the village. 

With guidance from Roy, the 
fiery village woman successfully 
mobilised 300 women labourers, 
who had been paid lesser wages 
than the men working on site. 
The fight went right up to the 
Supreme Court, which gave 
a landmark ruling in January 
1983 in favour of the women. 
Not only did the Court direct 
that the women get paid as per 
the minimum wages of that time 
– Rs 7 a day – but that officials 
guilty of differential treatment 
be put behind bars. 

That case made Norati a 
household name in the region 
and in the years that followed she 
emerged as a prominent rights 
activist. From participating in 
the Right To Information (RTI) 

Do you need formal education to 
be a capable grassroots leader? 
An ordinance seeking to amend the Rajasthan Panchayati Raj Act, 1994, has made Class Eight (Class 
Five for tribal candidates) the minimum educational qualification for the post of sarpanch, while for a place 
on the panchayat samiti and zila parishad, prospective members should have cleared Class 10. Ever since 
the controversial directive was issued in December 2014, it has created quite a stir – good and bad. And 
though the panchayat elections did take place as per schedule last year, the experience vs education debate 
continues to draw a range of opinions and arguments
rakeSh kuMar, Jaipur

movement led by Aruna Roy 
and others, to leading the protest 
in the Bhanwari Devi gang rape 
and Divrala sati cases, she was 
always ready to stand up for 
justice. Over the years, Norati 
even got several opportunities 
to step outside her village, her 
state and the country, travelling 
to China, Germany and the US 
to share her experiences.

With an impressive track 
record to her credit, it came as no 
surprise when, in 2010, Norati 
was elected the sarpanch (village 
head) of Harmara Village. And 
as expected she conscientiously 
did the duties assigned to her 
– be it implementing welfare 
schemes, especially ensuring 
equitable access to work and 
wages for women under the 
National Rural Employment 
Guarantee Act (NREGA), or 
holding gram sabhas (village 
councils) on time. 

Yet, last year, when Norati 
wanted to contest for the zila 
parishad (district governing 
body), her candidature was 
rejected. The state government 
ordinance, which has laid 
minimum educational qu-
alifications for contesting 
different positions in the 
panchayat, changed everything. 

In spite of being proficient in 
tackling local issues and being 
e-literate – she has undergone 
a six-month training at SWRC 
and taught more than 8000 rural 
women to use the computer – 
her lack of formal education has 
rendered her ineligible to be a 
people’s representative.  

As a long time observer of 
the panchayati raj process 
in Rajasthan and director of 
the Neemrana-based Social 
Action for Human Resource 
Development (SOHARD), a vo-
luntary organisation that works 
with women PRI representatives, 
Niranjan Sharma’s experience 
tells him that whereas education 
can be an undeniable advantage 
it cannot be the defining criterion 
for picking out a person best 
suited for governance at the 
grassroots. 

“The debate between for-
mal education and practical 
experience is a perennial one. 
Although there’s no refuting the 
fact that education is important 
and will surely enable the PRI 

members to do their duties 
efficiently, there are people like 
Norati Devi who have shown 
that a school certificate isn’t all 
that matters when it comes to 
providing good governance. The 
ordinance has been issued on 
the presumption that educated 
representatives will implement 
government schemes better 
and won’t be exploited by 
government officials such as the 
panchayat secretary or the block 
development officer (BDO). But 
this theory is yet to be tested,” 
he says.

For now, the directive 
has certainly changed the 
educational profile of the 
panchayat representative in the 
state. A look at the comparative 
data from the last two elections 
– in 2010 and 2015 – clearly 
reflects this. Forty-eight per 
cent of village heads elected in 
2015 have completed their Class 
Eight. This is up from 22 per 
cent in 2010. On the panchayat 
samiti and zila parishad, too, 
there’s been a significant jump 
in the number of literate elected 
members. From just 18 per cent 
in 2010, 54 per cent panchayat 
samiti members now have their 
Class Ten certificate, whilst 
70 per cent of those in the 
zila panchayat have the same 
qualification, up from 33 per 
cent.

Another noteworthy de-
velopment is the presence of 
young people, such as Annu 
Sharma, 23, and Vasundhra 
Choudhary, 21, in the governing 
bodies. In 2010, only 333 out 
of 9166 sarpanches were under 

25; today, 2960 sarpanches are 
in this age group. Presently, 
Sharma, a civil services aspirant, 
is the pradhan (chief) of Bhinay 
Panchayat Samiti in Ajmer 
District, while Choudhary, 
the suave psychology student 
from Delhi University, is the 
uncontested sarpanch of Lilawali 
in Hanumangarh District. 

Sharma truly believes that 
representatives who have done 
their higher education are able 
to quickly learn the ropes of 
government functioning, which 
can otherwise take years. “I 
have seen how BDOs have 
undermined pradhans by 
taking crucial decisions without 
consulting them. With me, that 
will not be possible,” she says.

“An educated person is astute 
enough to identify crucial issues 
that can have far-reaching 
consequences for people,” adds 
Amatulla Mehar, 21, pradhan 
of Sankara Panchayat Samiti 
in Jaisalmer District. In 2008, 
when she had passed her Class 
10, she had been the only girl 
from her village, Chacha, to 
have achieved the impossible. 
These days, Mehar, who has 
courageously stood against child 
marriage and motivated families 
to enrol girls into school, is busy 
making budget plans for the 
panchayat samiti as she awaits 
her first-year results of master’s 
in English Literature.

But despite the positive 
outcomes, there’s no overlooking 
the problems that have emerged 
in light of the ordinance. Not 
only have dedicated sarpanches 
like Norati Devi been relegated 

Norati Devi, who has 
served as a sarpanch 
in the past, was denied 
permission to contest 
for zila parishad election 
because she has no formal 
education.

to the sidelines, but it has led 
many candidates to produce fake 
mark sheets. “This was bound to 
happen,” remarks Norati, who 
has challenged the ordinance 
in the Rajasthan High Court, 
“We tried to pre-empt this when 
we approached Supreme Court 
and later Rajasthan High Court 
[after the Apex Court asked us 
to approach HC] against the 
ordinance. The reality is that the 
education levels in rural areas 
are extremely low, especially 
among women. Obviously, 
people will resort to using false 
documents.”

Kavita Srivastav, secretary of 
Public Union for Civil Liberties, 
points out, “When there’s no 
educational criterion for MPs 
and MLAs, why should there 
be one for PRIs? Imposing the 
Class Eight schooling stipulation 
for the sarpanch has led to the 
disqualification of a majority of 
the population.” 

Norati, who has spent a better 
part of her life serving people, 
concludes, “The lack of formal 
education was never a handicap 
when I was addressing an 
international audience or when 
I did my duties as a sarpanch. 
After all, good intent is what 
matters more than anything 
else.”

(Courtesy: Women’s Feature Service)

Twenty-one-year-old Vasundhara Choudhary (sixth from right in the first row) is one of the 2960 
sarpanches in the ‘under 25 years’ age group in Rajasthan.
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Of forgotten women and 
their struggle for land 
One of the glorious features of the Nandigram Movement was the active involvement of 
rural women. As they resisted the might of the state, they experienced an empowerment 
they had never known before. They learnt to dream of an egalitarian society and 
plunged into battle to make that dream come true. Neither rape nor assault could keep 
them away. Sadly, many of them lead painful, disempowered lives today

SharMiStha chouDhury, Nandigram, West Bengal

For someone who has shared 
the dais with the present 
chief minister of West 

Bengal multiple times and was 
once the brave face of the stormy 
Nandigram Movement that 
forced the then state and Central 
governments to rethink land 
acquisition for creating special 
economic zones, Radharani 
Aari, 45, leads an extremely 
painful, disempowered life 
today. She and hundreds of other 
peasant women in the region, 
who had been the driving force 
of the uprising that catapulted 
the present state government to 
power in 2011, suffered rape and 
bullet wounds because they truly 
believed they were standing up 
for people’s rights.

Aari was gang-raped twice. 
The first time was on March 
14, 2007, when the police 
infamously opened fire on 
unarmed women and children 
protesting against forcible land 
acquisition. Although she had 
managed to escape the bullets 
she was caught by hoodlums 
and raped. The second time was 
in April 2008 when the same 
hoodlums picked her up from 
her home. She recalls how, 
in the run-up to the assembly 
election of 2011, she was much 
sought after by the present ruling 
party. She would be taken on 
campaigns and made to describe 
the barbaric torture that had 
been inflicted on her. “My body 
was like a property that would 
get the votes,” she says. Now, 
with that party firmly in power, 
she feels carelessly abandoned. 
“I often contemplate suicide,” 
she remarks bitterly. 

Located 160 kilometres 
from Kolkata, Nandigram 
in East Midnapore District 
created history when in 2007-
2008 it robustly stopped a 
state government of 30 years 
from going ahead with its plan 
to set up a special economic 
zone (SEZ). In 2006, the then 
government had decided to set 
up a mega commercial park/ 
business hub in the area. But the 
project required the government 
to acquire over 10000 acres of 
rural land. 

Nandigram had risen against 
this proposal. The farmers got 
together to form an umbrella 
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Tapasi Das, who received 
severe injuries during the 
police firing (left) in March 
2007, now walks with a limp 
and has sustained permanent 
gynaecological and 
neurological damage. 

organisation called the Bhumi 
Uchchhed Pratirodh Committee 
(Committee to Resist Eviction 
from Land), or BUPC, and 
launched the revolt that the 
government simply could not 
quell. The rest, as they say, is 
history – the state government 
was compelled to revoke its 
plan, the Central government 
bowed down to public pressure 
and put on hold more than 230 
SEZ proposals across India. It 
even changed the law to deter 
forcible acquisition of land by 
the state.

Supriya Jana and Basanti Kar 
were among the 14 killed in the 
notorious police firing of March 
4, 2007. As many as 17 women 
were raped, many were molested 
and around a hundred injured. 
Women like Radharani Aari, 
Tapasi Das, Swarnmoyee Das, 
whose left elbow was damaged 
beyond repair by a bullet wound, 
and the elderly Narmada Sheet 
became synonymous with the 
movement. Eight years on, they 
are forgotten and their lives are 
at once penurious, obscure and 
devoid of hope. 

Tapasi Das, 38, lives in 
persistent pain. Her thigh had 
been ripped apart and her uterus 
damaged during the police firing 
on March 14, 2007. She had had 
to undergo prolonged medical 
treatment, but at that time she 
had not minded the ordeal. She 
was fighting a battle for justice 
and her wounds seemed but a 
small price to pay.

Nowadays, she breaks 
down easy. “I go to the doctor 
sometimes when the pain 
becomes unbearable but I cannot 
afford regular treatment,” she 
says. She walks with a limp and 
the permanent gynaecological 
and neurological damage she has 
borne keeps her confined to bed 
most of the time. “I don’t attend 
BUPC meetings anymore,” she 
says between clenched teeth, 
“no one cares to ask if I am 
alive or dying.” Even though 
the new government has given 
her husband a temporary job 
with the Metro Rail – perhaps 
as compensation for the severe 
injuries she suffered – she has 
been squarely forgotten. 

Mother of five Angur Das, 
who is in her 50s, was raped 

along with her two daughters 
for daring to participate in the 
Nandigram Movement. The 
elder daughter, Kabita, who was 
married then and was visiting 
her when the incident happened, 
has not been allowed to return to 
her marital home in Bakkhali. 
She continues to live with her 
mother with her two children. 
The younger daughter, Ganga, 
was married after the incident 
and, as if paying a ‘penalty’ 
for being a rape survivor, her 
parents had to arrange for a hefty 
dowry, which they have still not 
paid in full. Young Ganga is 
regularly abused by her in-laws 
and she can’t do anything about 
it. The Das family has received 
no government compensation. 
Angur is quite visibly depressed 
and in need of medical 
attention.

Neither the women of the Das 
family nor Radharani Aari and 
Srabanti Das Adhikary, who 
are rape survivors, have any 
clue about the status of their 
case filed with the police and 
the CBI eight years ago. What 
they do know and affirm is that 
they are not required to attend 
court, which makes it amply 
clear that their cases have been 
intentionally trivialised and 
subjected to calculated neglect. 

Says Aari, “All the rape 
accused, like Badal Garu, Kalia 
Garu, Rabin Das, Snehanshu 
Das, and so on, have returned 
to their homes after months of 
exile to escape public wrath and 
this ‘rehabilitation’ has taken 
place after negotiation with the 
BUPC leadership. We women 
were not even consulted. The 
men took hefty sums of money 
from the rapists in exchange 
for permission to return home.” 
With the rapists at large, and 
often inhabiting homes adjacent 
to theirs, the women live in 
constant fear. 

Till date, only a few women, 
who were raped, injured or 
otherwise tortured in the 
course of their valiant role in 
the Nandigram Movement, 
have been rewarded by the 
government that sailed to power 
on the steam of the struggle. In 
most of the cases, the husband 
or the son has been provided 
some kind of a job in lieu of the 

woman’s sacrifice. The woman, 
however, has received virtually 
nothing. For instance, Aari’s 
son has been given a job so the 
leaders conveniently tell her, 
“What else do you want?” 

Activist Anuradha Talwar 
of the Women against Sexual 
Violence and State Repression 
(WSS) Forum, who visited 
Nandigram, states, “What we 
saw saddened and disturbed us 
for a number of reasons, the 
foremost being the fact that 
these women, who had once 
been powerful leaders of a 
historic mass movement, are 
currently not only distressed but 
disempowered as well.”

Of course, just like its women 
warriors, Nandigram, too, is 
completely neglected: the roads 
are rundown, poor irrigation has 
limited the farmers to producing 
a single crop and migration is 
necessary for survival. The final 
irony, however, is the grand 
hospital built in memory of the 
martyrs. Standing tall amidst 
sprawling acres it is a picture 
of grim waste. The caretaker 
informs that a doctor visits once 
or twice a month, but even that 
thin story did not ring true. With 
so many women in desperate 
need of medical care, the fact 
that a hospital just a stone’s 
throw away has been allowed to 
go to seed is a telling testimony 
to the seamy state of affairs.

(Courtesy: Women’s Feature Service)
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