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...their ability to grow, achieve and succeed. They remain...
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This publication chronicles events that have changed the lives
of many underprivileged girls and women in India. It brings
alive how they have overcome seemingly insurmountable
hurdles with the help of CARE India (that firmed up their
capabilities and opportunities). And, how each girl and
every woman has managed to replace her deepest fears and
uncertainties with joyful affirmation.
Every story is captured evocatively with beautiful, high
resolution photographs that bring them to life upon each
page, with their stories related in simple, effective words.
‘AFFIRMATIONS’ is a book that ignites, from a candle to a
radiant flame to an irrepressible wildfire of hope. It opens up
shared grounds for other girls and women who wish to escape
the poverty they were born into. Their paths could be similar
yet they can chart their distinct own journeys towards selfreliance, self-worth and dignity.
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Foreword from the Minister,
Women & Child Development
Building a national environment that fosters the holistic
development of women and helps them realise their full
potential is a huge challenge.
Though development interventions and policies are framed to be
inclusive, rights-affirming and gender-just, entrenched social
beliefs and practices institutionalise gender discrimination at
all levels. Hence, the empowerment of women must involve
sustained and multi-pronged commitment to widening their
rights, entitlements, awareness, choices, opportunities, and
participation in every sphere. It also means eliminating
inequalities in the family, the community, the market and the
State. Only then will women’s leadership emerge.
Trends in the most recent government census -- in maternal
mortality, fertility rate, infant mortality rate, life expectancy at
birth, average age of marriage, literacy and enrolment, health
and nutrition, work participation, control over community
resources, access to services, political participation and
leadership roles -- show that wide gender gaps persist. Girls
and women continue to be affected by disproportionate power
relations and to consistently face discrimination in private
and public spheres. Such prevalent gender injustice deepens
the persistence of poverty and also has long lasting negative
intergenerational impacts.
The road ahead is a long one. But there are several inspiring
examples to lead the way.
I am happy to note that each one of CARE India’s remarkable
initiatives to impact poverty have placed girls and women
from poor and disadvantaged communities centre stage. These
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programmes, particularly the interventions on education,
health, livelihoods and disaster management, have allowed
girls and women to articulate, demand and access their rights
and choices even as they have helped them climb out of
poverty. We are proud of the fact that we have had several
collaborative programmes over the years with CARE India.
I also note that these programmes have generated gender
altered perceptions and practices that have strengthened our
collective efforts toward transformative feminist leadership.
Your vision that women equipped with proper resources can
transform whole communities and societies integrally and for
generations to come is indeed relevant.
I am especially happy to note CARE India’s plans to empower
girls and women from Dalit and Tribal communities through
structured long term programmes which address the underlying
causes of their poverty and vulnerability. Women from these
groups are especially vulnerable as they are prevented through
structural and systemic barriers from access to nutrition,
health, education, reproductive health interventions,
livelihoods and access to markets.

My own Ministry’s endeavors towards gender-responsive
governance through plans, policies and programmes have
also yielded promising results. I am particularly proud of our
initiatives to empower women through the Integrated Child
Development Services, Swayamsidha, Kishori Shakti Yojna,
the National Policy for Women Empowerment and gender
budgeting schemes. Yet despite promising results, I am aware
that we have a lot more to achieve. Many women, especially
rural women, are still left behind.
Our journey so far has also led us to the realisation that
until we address the issue of poverty, through rights-based
and gender-just approaches, the hard situational realities for
women will not change. Breaking the cycle of poverty is the
key to a more progressive and inclusive future for women.
I hope the profiles of courage in this volume guide other
women to evolve their own pathways of empowerment and
social transformation in their communities and beyond.

I hope with CARE India’s interventions, these women gain a
voice. I say this because when women have a say in decisionmaking, they are in a position to drive institutional investments
that favour children.
CARE India’s contribution to improving the nutritional status
of girls and women by strengthening our schemes and plans
needs special mention.

Kishna Tirath
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From the Chief Executive Officer

With vim and crisp brevity, the coffee
table narrative brings alive the stories
of girls and women who have fought the
odds and survived with the help of CARE
India (that firmed up their capabilities
and opportunities).
Facing
seemingly
implacable
circumstances
with
courage
and
perseverance, each girl and every woman
has managed, in her own way, to replace
her deepest fears and uncertainties with
joyful affirmation. We see how each of
their lives is now filled with expectation
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The pictorially resonant book can be
used as ‘shared ground’ by other girls
and women, spurred to break the poverty
trap. The path could be similar yet they
can chart their distinct own journeys
towards self-reliance, self-worth and
dignity.

m
y

The premise that CARE India works with
is simple yet powerful. It believes that
when girls and women have a voice,
gender gaps -- tied together by layers of
constraints that reinforce one another –
can be reduced. For over 62 years, CARE
India has opened up socio-economic
assumptions and cultural armours that
hold back girls and women’s right to life

m

Yet, even a single success story, even
one girl or woman’s ability to find her
own way out of her social and economic
confines, can be like a candle that lights
another. ‘Affirmation … in her own voice’
is a book that ignites, from a candle to a
radiant flame to an irrepressible wildfire
of hope.

of a better future-- for them and for
their children. A promise of enduring
intergenerational
benefits
beckons
ahead.

Du

Girls and women in our country,
especially those from the poorer sections
of society, often find themselves alone
when confronting adversity.
Their
helplessness, despair and deprivation
escalate with this isolation, when
solutions seem impossible.

The pictorially resonant book can be
used as ‘shared ground’ by other girls
and women, spurred to break the poverty
trap. The path could be similar yet they
can chart their distinct own journeys
towards self-reliance, self-worth and
dignity.

The pictorially resonant book can be
used as ‘shared ground’ by other girls
and women, spurred to break the poverty
trap. The path could be similar yet they
can chart their distinct own journeys
towards self-reliance, self-worth and
dignity.
The premise that CARE India works with
is simple yet powerful. It believes that
when girls and women have a voice,
gender gaps -- tied together by layers of
constraints that reinforce one another –
can be reduced. For over 62 years, CARE
India has opened up socio-economic
assumptions and cultural armours that
hold back girls and women’s right to life
The pictorially resonant book can be
used as ‘shared ground’ by other girls
and women, spurred to break the poverty
trap. The path could be similar yet they
can chart their distinct own journeys
towards self-reliance, self-worth and
dignity.
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Introduction
Women and girls in our country,
especially those from the poorer sections
of society, often find themselves alone
when confronting adversity.
Their
helplessness, despair and deprivation
escalate with this isolation, when
solutions seem impossible.
Yet, even a single success story, even
one woman or girl’s ability to find her
own way out of her social and economic
confines, can be like a candle that lights
another. ‘AFFIRMATIONS’ is a book that
ignites, from a candle to a radiant flame
to an irrepressible wildfire of hope.
With vim and crisp brevity, the coffee
table narrative brings alive the stories
of women and girls who have fought the
odds and survived with the help of CARE
India (that firmed up their capabilities
and opportunities).
Facing
seemingly
implacable
circumstances
with
courage
and
perseverance, each woman and every girl
has managed, in her own way, to replace
her deepest fears and uncertainties with
joyful affirmation. We see how each of
their lives is now filled with expectation
of a better future-- for them and for
their children. A promise of enduring
intergenerational
benefits
beckons
ahead.
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The pictorially resonant book can be used
as ‘shared ground’ by other women and
girls, spurred to break the poverty trap.
The path could be similar yet they can
chart their distinct own journeys towards
self-reliance, self-worth and dignity.
The premise that CARE India works with
is simple yet powerful. It believes that
when women and girls have a voice,
gender gaps -- tied together by layers of
constraints that reinforce one another -can be reduced. For over 60 years, CARE
India has opened up socio-economic
assumptions and cultural armours
that hold back women and girls right
to life and access to health, nutrition,
education, livelihoods, and markets and
institutions.
In this book, CARE India’s recent
programmatic efforts have been detailed
to bring into focus how an ethos of trust
and liberation can foster a whole range of
positive outcomes for women and girls.
It is also meant to widen support base for
its programmes and bring momentum to
a social movement by binding together
many more groups to work in unison,
improving synergy and impact.
Why should a reader care or engage
with stories about women and girls they
don’t even know, living in small towns

or villages, unsung heroines of daily
life? Why should we bother about their
dashed hopes? Or savour their success?
The raison d’etre: solidarity is more
than a straw. This convergence is often
a lifeline that can save lives. These
elegantly coherent stories can help
one understand how to end exclusion
and travel to a secure future. Retelling
after all is a way of remembering and
reinforcing ideas. It would help many
women engage with each other, raise one
another to higher levels of motivation
and eventually participate in, influence
and impact social justice.
And, a cross-section of people who read
this may find better ways to engage with
CARE India and contribute effectively to
their shared goals within gender-just,
rights-based programmes.
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Viewpoints
GRASSROOTS WOMEN, BREAKING SHACKLES

Usha Rai (Veteran journalist and media and communication consultant)
Discrimination and injustice continue to
plague Indian women, but in the half a
century that I have been a journalist,
I have seen a great change in women’s
empowerment. More and more women are
emerging from the shadows, demanding
justice and getting it.
We have not still got the 33 percent
reservation for women in legislative
bodies and in Parliament, but the
percentage of reservation in local bodies
and panchayats has shot up from the
33 percent, mandated by Constitutional
amendments in the nineties, to 50
percent in many states.
It is not as though the women’s movement
asked for this increased political power at
the grassroots. It is political leaders like
Nitesh Kumar who saw the tremendous
benefits of empowering women at the
grassroots, who have raised the bar for
women. The days of the sarpanch patis
(husband’s acting as the proxy sarpanchs)
are coming to an end as more women
come out of their ghunghats to assert
their authority and share the dais with
their male political counterparts. Women
are not only topping the school board

16

AFFIRMATIONS

examinations but are making inroads
into the IITs, engineering colleges and
the police service. They are riding the
skies whether in Air Force planes or the
commercial airlines.
Civil society, NGOs and National and
State Commissions for Women have all
played a role in pushing the women’s
agenda and bringing women to the centre
stage of development. At a workshop on
empowerment of widows at Vrindavan,
I met two feisty young widows from
Rajasthan in their early thirties who
for me symbolised the changing face of
India. Mankunwar and Mansi Devi had
been widowed and deprived of their
agricultural land by their in-laws till they
became members of Ginny Srivastav’s
Ekal Nari Shakti Sangathan in Udaipur.
While Mankunwar was illiterate, Mansi
Devi had studied till class 8. Today, both
women can read and write fluently and
know how to fight for their rights as
well as the rights of other single women
whose properties have been usurped by
greedy relatives.
Fighting under the collective of the
Sangathan, Mankunwar has been able to

get back the six bighas of land that had
been captured by a relative for over three
years. Mansa Devi too has got back her
two bighas of land. She has completed
her 10th board exam and is running a
literacy programme in Jhalawar. Both
were beneficiaries of the collective and
are themselves grassroots leaders today.

sings beautifully, has own music
records and is an icon for young women
struggling to come out of poverty and
illiteracy. Today she is earning over Rs.
16,000 a month. Malleshwari too was
able to get out of poverty because she
had the support of a dynamic grassroots
organisation, the MV Foundation.

In a Bangalore workshop a decade ago, an
illiterate, ghagra clad Norti Bai of Tilonia,
demonstrated her skill in computer
mapping of water bodies in her villages.
She had been empowered by Bunker
Roy’s Social Work Research Centre and
when she asked for equal wages for men
and women, Bunker challenged her to
learn computer mapping and justify the
higher wages. Norti Bai, an inspiration
for other women of her village, went on
to receives laurels and recognition for
her work.

In a class of her own, Dr Mitu Khurana,
fought her doctor husband and his
family against sex selection and gave
birth to twin daughters, Dr Baljit Kaur
of Amritsar advocates and performs no
scalpel vasectomies on men. As against
less than five percent male sterilisations
in the country, in Baljit Kaur’s home
turf -- Punjab -- 21 percent of the
sterilisations are of men.

At Hyderabad, I met Malleshwari Devi,
who till the age of 12 was herding cattle
but today works for one of Hyderabad’s
TV channels as a camera woman. Though
one of 100,000 children who have been
pulled out of the work force by MV
Foundation in Hyderabad, Malleshwari

Not all Indian women have achieved
the heights of the late Kalpana Chawla,
Aruna Roy, Ela Bhatt or Barkha Dutt
but slowly they are changing the power
structure in Village India.
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EDUCATION BEYOND THE THREE R’s
Dr Anita Dighe, (Ex-Director, Campus of Open Learning, University of
Delhi and was associated with the Himgiri Zee University, Dehradun)
Longitudinal literacy statistics show
considerable improvement in the
educational scenario in the country.
Overall, the literacy rate increased
from 19.74 percent at the time of
independence to 74.04 percent in 2011.
However, gender disparities in literacy
have continued to exist, with male
literacy rate being consistently ahead of
female literacy rate over the decades.

drop-out rate among girls, particularly
those who live in rural areas, continues
to be very high. With regard to women’s
literacy,
beside
the
rural/urban
disparities, there are certain sections
such as Scheduled Castes and Scheduled
Tribes that also have low levels of female
literacy. The educational status of
women in certain minority groups, such
as Muslims, is also dismal

In 1951, while the male literacy rate was
29 percent, it was only 9.5 percent for
women. Even though the male literacy
rate increased to 82.14 percent in 2011,
it was 65.46 percent for women. While
gender disparities have continued to
exist in most states, there are, however,
certain regional variations. Gender
disparities are far wider in states with low
female literacy rates such as Rajasthan,
Orissa, Madhya Pradesh, Andhra Pradesh,
Uttar Pradesh, and Bihar which are also
high population states.

The magnitude of the problem of
illiteracy can be gauged if one looks
at the absolute number of non-literate
women. Thus in 1991, there were 329
million non-literates, of which women
numbered 200 million. In 2001, the
absolute number of non-literate women
was 189 million. In 2011, the absolute
number of non-literate women was 176
million.

The problem of women’s illiteracy has
been exacerbated due to low enrolment
and high drop-out rates among girls
who enter the formal schools. While
the enrolment of girls has gone up
considerably, it is still not commensurate
with the enrolment rate of boys. The
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A question that needs to be asked is,
why has there been a tendency to ignore
or underplay fundamental issues relating
to illiteracy and special educational
needs of adult women? Feminists are of
the view that this is because men are in
positions of power and decision-making,
where patriarchal values prevail. Male
dominance in literacy policy making has
invariably resulted in `time-bound’ plans

and projects that do not come to grips
with the structural constraints such
as the social and cultural factors that
condition attitudes towards women and
women’s education. Since poor women
constitute the majority of non-literate
adults, they are conveniently blamed for
their lack of motivation in participating
in educational programmes.
The neglect of education of the nonliterate women can also be attributed
to the welfare orientation of the Indian
government towards women. While
there was the overall assumption that
access to formal education would solve
the problem of illiteracy among women,
the government also attempted to
improve the status and condition of
women through welfare programmes
which emphasised their home-based
and reproductive role in society. Thus,
most adult education programmes and
interventions for women emphasised
acquisition of literacy skills of reading,
writing and numeracy and focused on
reinforcing women’s reproductive role
as wives and mothers and ignored the
productive role they play in society.
Furthermore, women’s education was
always viewed in isolation. Seldom was
an attempt been made to link women’s
education to larger social and economic
policies that impinge on their education.
The 1980s and 1990s witnessed a critical
questioning about the kind of education

that would be most relevant to the needs
of poor women. For it was recognised
by feminist scholars and activists that
literacy for poor women was not merely
an acquisition of skills of reading,
writing and numeracy alone. As a matter
of fact, there was considerable criticism
of the traditional literacy programmes
that had focused merely on imparting
three Rs to women.
Thus, it was recognised that literacy for
poor women must become a means for
acquiring knowledge and skills whereby
they could begin to understand and
analyse unequal gender relations and the
structure of their poverty and exploitation
so that they could collectively challenge
and change the existing social reality. In
other words, literacy was perceived as a
tool for empowering women in the wider
struggle against inequality and injustice
in society.
It is indeed ironical that over the years,
despite progressive legislation in favour
of women’s education, the steps taken by
the government are not commensurate
with the magnitude of the problem.
The National Policy on Education (NPE,
1986) and the Plan of Action (POA) that
translated the policy into an action
strategy recognised the need to address
gender imbalances in educational
access and achievement. The NPE also
emphasised that `the empowerment
of women is possibly the critical pre-
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condition for the participation of girls
and women in the education process.’
In the 9th Plan (1997-2002), the National
Policy for Empowerment of Women
was formulated and in the 10th Plan
(2002-2007), a major commitment was
made towards women’s empowerment
by suggesting a three-fold strategy
for empowerment of women to include
economic, social empowerment, and
gender justice.
Mahila Samakhya (Education for Women’s
Equality) was conceptualised in 1987-88
in order to actualise the goals of NPE and
POA. In Mahila Samakhya, education is
not equated with acquisition of literacy
skills. Rather, it is seen as a process of
learning to enable women to question,
critically analyse issues and problems
and actively seek solutions to their
problems. The programme has focused
on processes, rather than on fulfilling
targets.
Mahila Samakhya has been recognised
nationally and internationally to be a
successful educational intervention for
bringing about women’s empowerment
and has been housed in the Ministry
of Human Development since 1989.
However, despite the physical proximity
between the offices of the Department
of School Education and Literacy and
Mahila Samakhya in Shastri Bhavan,
there has been no attempt on the part
of the former to learn from the Mahila
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Samakhya experience. Rather, it has
tended to plan, design and implement
programmes for women that focus mainly
on acquisition of literacy skills.
There is another anomaly. On the
one hand, there is recognition of the
importance of women’s literacy in meeting
developmental goals such as improving
nutritional standards, reducing child
mortality, reducing family size and the
like. This is evident from the content of
the literacy primers as well as the kind
of training that is provided to the adult
education functionaries. However, beside
the instrumental benefits, the value and
importance of women’s literacy as a right
in and of itself and in enabling women’s
empowerment and gender justice, goals
to which the government is committed,
have still not been addressed.
It is evident that while government
policy regularly affirms its commitment
to women’s literacy, reality on the ground
as well as the resource allocation (a mere
0.02 percent of the education budget)
belies this. It is apparent that there is a
lack of political and administrative will
in seriously addressing the challenges
of women’s illiteracy. Even the recent
Sakshar Bharat programme, while
acknowledging the need to address
the problem of women’s illiteracy, has
focused mainly on acquisition of three
Rs and in reducing the large number of
illiterate population among women.
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A WORLD WITH ENDLESS OPPORTUNITIES
Urmila Srivastava, (Sarvodaya Ashram, and CARE India’s partner
in the Udaan school programme, Hardoi, Uttar Pradesh)
Opening up opportunities for people
helps invigourate their future. I strongly
believe in this premise as I am sure
many others do. I speak with utmost
confidence on this issue as I have been
lucky to have had several opportunities
in my life, many new leases of life as I
would like to believe and define them.
I am deeply indebted to the people who
have served as my role models, opened
up new avenues for me, and helped me
realise my full potential. My teachers
remain my first inspiration. Each one
of them has set me on a road to selfdiscovery.
My husband, Ramesh, has been a
positive influence in my life. He was
never a traditional husband and never
expected me to follow his word blindly.
Instead, he allowed me to question
things and evolve my own ideas and
ideology. Very few wives at that time had
the privilege of having such husbands.
Rameshji’s association with several social
movements familiarised me with exciting
concepts and possibilities.
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In particular, he opened the door to a life
based on value and merit. The concept
of Sarvodaya (progress for all) became
a reality in our lives and consciousness.
From a seed of an idea, it took root and
we saw it gain credence in many others
people’s lives and work. And, over time
with a person-to-person interaction, the
idea gained momentum to turn into a
mass movement.
The world only knows a handful of people
who have spearheaded this movement
and have been at its forefront, but the
fact remains that as a mass movement
there were a multitude of people who
contributed to its success. They remain
invisible heroes and heroines, and I take
this opportunity to express my gratitude
for their invaluable efforts. Their tales
should be told to inspire a new generation
into action. Dr. Dayanidhi Patnaik’s hard
work and steadfast devotion to the cause
needs special mention.
Another defining moment in my life
came when I got the opportunity to visit
some of CARE India’s on-going projects
on education in different states. It
afforded me a wonderfully new lens from
which to view education.
CARE India’s approach to education is
bold and out-of-the-ordinary. It asks
questions that no one asked before.
What is education? Who do we educate?
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Why do they need education? These
three core issues are used to determine
the method of education. Emphasis is
placed not on method or on curriculum
learning but on acquiring life skills. This
method breaks the mould of traditional
models of imparting education and uses
unconventional ways to teach and enable
children.
The result: it has effectively transformed
the lives of hundreds of girls. I say
girls because the model’s focus is on
educating girls and women. It aims to
enhance their capabilities so that they
can tap into opportunities and turn
them into profitable livelihoods. The
idea is to allow girls to question existing
inequalities and make way for change
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at a pace and to the extent they were
comfortable with. Two names come to
mind when I begin to think back on the
inception of this model -- Gita Menon
and Subir Shukla.
This model is aptly called Udaan and
helped many girls gain wings. I will
always be grateful to CARE India and
Sarvodaya ashram for giving me the
opportunity to be part of Udaan. I have
become totally immersed in this creative
world, a world of experimentation. In
June 1999, I lost my mother but I found
that through this project I had gained a
hundred daughters. I feel comforted and
exhilarated in their achievements.
The

first

year

of

Udaan

involved

managing the project and envisioning its
pathways. Subir’s trainings were hugely
inspirational and I was determined to
see his vision turned to action at the
grassroots. We as a team were terribly
excited about bringing in creative ways
to teach and empower girls and came
up with a host of fresh ideas. We were
surprised by the number of alternative
ways we perceived to take the idea of
meaningful education forward. Children,
too, turned as creative and came up
with their own suggestions. This was a
sounding board to us and enlightened
us on their needs. It has been a truly
enjoyable journey.
I feel if we turn the current one-year
journey at Udaan into a four-year one,

it will become far more powerful and
meaningful. It will allow these children
to turn into teachers and become much
more empowered citizens. If the oneyear course has caused such a dramatic
turnaround in the lives of girls, I am
confident that a stay for a longer
duration will help much further.
What Udaan has achieved is nothing
short of remarkable. Children’s lives
have been enabled in ways unimaginable
in the past. Many have found clear
life paths, and gained new identities.
Can we retain this progress and allow
for acceleration in the pace? We need
to revisit this question often and find
means to do so. This remains our future
challenge.
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Building women leaders
Dr Aparajita Gogoi (Executive Director, CEDPA India)
Forty one year-old homemaker Puspa
Devi, an elected representative, in Bihar,
learnt that a 14-year old girl in her
village was being forced by her parents
to marry a boy from an adjacent village.
She decided that she must intervene.
At first she met the parents to persuade
them to delay their daughter’s marriage,
explaining that it is illegal to marry
before the age of 18, and marrying their
daughter this early will have an adverse
effect on her health. The parents did
not listen, so Puspa took the issue to
the panchayat (village council). She
met the head of the panchayat and
requested him to convene an urgent
meeting. The meeting was attended
by all the panchayat members, health
workers, elders from the community
as well as the girl’s parents. At the
meeting, Puspa asked the auxiliary
nurse midwife to explain how early
marriage could affect a girl’s health.
Then, Puspa brought the attention of
the panchayat to the minimum age
legally permissible for marriage. The
panchayat convinced the parents call
off the marriage and send the girl back
to school, and thus a child marriage was
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prevented. Puspa demonstrated how
empowered representatives like her can
become agents of social change. “The
Pahel intervention equipped me with the
skills to use political power, to articulate
views and raise issues around gender
and women’s reproductive health in an
orthodox male dominated society and
panchyati raj system,” said Puspa.
The “Pahel” initiative that Puspa
was part of is an intervention by the
Centre for Development and Population
Activities, India (CEDPA India), which
focuses on building the capacity of
elected women representatives to
become agent of change. For many years,
CEDPA has invested in the leadership
and development of women, working
with over thousands of emerging women
leaders because it believes that every
woman has leadership qualities but many,
especially in resource poor countries, do
not have the opportunity to realise their
potential because of economic and social
demands. Promoting women’s leadership
can lead to more effective governance
and equality, where women have choices
and their rights are realised.

Women’s political participation has been
considered a major measure of women’s
empowerment, however, women are
often excluded from decision-making,
from the household up to the highest
levels of policymaking. Although efforts
have been taken to improve the status
of women, the dream of gender equality
is miles away from becoming a reality.
Women hold only 18 percent of the
parliamentary seats worldwide, and
the percentage of women members of
parliament in India is only nine percent.
There are barriers in the way of promoting
women’s participation in politics such as
illiteracy, social norms and behaviours,
balancing professional responsibilities
with family obligations, lack of
knowledge about political processes and
institutions. Women’s equal participation
in governance is recognition of their
right to speak and be heard and a means
to social transformation.
We know that investing in women yields
results. Research shows that increased
investment in women leads to economic
and social benefits. When women earn
income, it is more likely to be reinvested
in families and communities. CEDPA’s
women’s leadership programmes are
guided by the belief that every woman
has leadership qualities but many,
especially in resource poor countries,
do not have the opportunity to find
out what their potential is because of
economic and social demands. Therefore
it is imperative that we expand women’s
leadership so that they recognise their
own unique leadership skills and styles,
honour their strengths and accept their
personal potential.
AFFIRMATIONS 27
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IN HER OWN

VOICE
“Life is back on
track after a long
time. Eid with
one’s own
money has its
own charm”

Mariyambai Luhar
AFFIRMATIONS 29

Feisty at 75, putting the travails of a
destitute life far behind her, Mariyambai
relishes the thought of the last Eid
celebration – this one was different
because she and her family celebrated
with their own hard-earned money.
“Life is back on track after a long time.
Eid with one’s own money has its own
charm” she says.
The family of six has lived on the charity
of their fellow villagers since Mariyambai’s
son went missing four years ago. She
would work on other’s farms when there
was work. But in difficult times, like a
year of drought, there was no work and
the others didn’t have enough to share.
Mariyambai’s village, Charopadi Moti, is
120 kilometres distance from the district
headquarters and its inhabitants are
least often on the radar of its decision
makers. The village is also very prone to
droughts.
“Twenty-five years ago,” Mariyambai
recalls, “I sold off the little jewellery I
had for a mere Rs 1,500. Then my two
sons were very young. One died some
years later. The other went missing four
years ago and there was nothing left to
dispose” she says, opening a window on
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a life spent in penury for years. Silently.
“It caused pain deep within. But was
there a way out? People came forward
to help and that kept us going. I could
not sleep. The nights were long and the
grandchildren would ask when their
father would return.”
Mariyambai’s poverty ensured she didn’t
go to the moneylender. “They never lend
to people so poor,” she says with a wry
smile.
Then came CARE India’s initiative to
begin a self-help group in the village.
The problem was that Mariyambai could
only afford to contribute Rs ten. So
that’s how the self-help group began
four years ago – with 18 women putting
in Rs ten rupees each. “At times, even
Rs ten appeared too much and I would
have to borrow it from other members to
return when I was able to work.”
Her poverty also assured she had nothing
to lose. Hard times taught Mariyambai
to follow her intuitions and she proved
astute in business. She borrowed Rs
5,000 from the cluster run by CARE to
invest in a petty shop. Half this money
was subsidised (a decision taken with
her vulnerability in mind), which made

it easier for her to repay. The next time,
she borrowed a similar amount for a
sewing machine for her granddaughter
to work on. This helped the family look
ahead. And a third time, she decided to
cultivate a patch of family land – left
uncultivated for years. As they say, luck
favours the brave and the rain-gods were
kind and the crop did well.
With the money, came Mariyambai’s
quest for dignity. The family first chose
to have a roof over their head. The second
choice was not to borrow money for Eid.
There’s been no looking back since.

“Twenty-five years ago,”
Mariyambai recalls, “I sold off the
little jewellery I had for a mere
Rs 1,500. Then my two sons were
very young. One died some years
later. The other went missing four
years ago and there was nothing
left to dispose” she says, opening
a window on a life spent in
penury for years. Silently.
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“My parents didn’t
have enough money
to feed me, let alone
school me. My father
would never allow me
or my sisters outside
the house because he
feared that the world
out there was not
good enough for
his daughters.”

Amjiba
AFFIRMATIONS 33

At the entrance to Nani Duffi, a village of
Kutch’s Sooda community, a CARE India
representative provides a brief: “We
spent the first five months talking to the
men of this village because they had to
give their wives permission to step out
and join a self-help group, or to open a
bank account, because this could require
talking to men outside the community.”
CARE’s project to start the self-help
group in the area met with stiff
resistance because of the community’s
past experience with group managers
fleeing with the money. So CARE took
a different approach and let the women
manage their money. This meant that the
women had to learn about the numbers
and calculate interests. Some also had to
learn to write their names.
Thirty-something Anjiba lives here. She
has never known life without poverty
nor outside the confines of her home.
“My parents didn’t have enough money
to feed me, let alone school me. My
father would never allow me or my sisters
outside the house because he feared that
the world out there was not good enough
for his daughters.”
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“We spent the first five months
talking to the men of this village
because they had to give their
wives permission to step out
and join a self-help group, or to
open a bank account, because
this could require talking to men
outside the community.”

The women of Nani Duffi had invested a few times in the past.
But they had been cheated out of the hard-earned savings that
came from the tie-and-dye work they did for a trader, producing
the beautiful dresses Kutch is famous for. So when the CARE
India team spoke to them about saving and investing in a selfhelp group, the women had a hearty laugh. “We thought it was
a joke. Our work was uncertain and sometimes there was none
for a month. So saving even Rs 50 sounded impossible.”

Anjiba bought a cow with Rs 5,000 that she borrowed from the
cluster that CARE India formed from the sel-help groups in the
area. Being part of the cluster meant the women could avail
a loan that was more than what the group could offer out of
its kitty. The cow provides about six litres of milk a day and
Anjiba makes around Rs 600 a month from selling milk and
butter. Besides, this has also meant the children have better
nutrition.

Anjiba’s husband is a driver who brings home about Rs 1,500 a
month. He readily consented to her joining the group because
he thought it would be good for the family. There were a few
other men like him who also agreed to let their wives join the
self-help groups and eventually 12 women came together, each
one of contributing Rs 50.

With the money she has earned, Anjiba repaid her loan and has
built a modest house for the family. This is far different from
what the family had earlier – a bare structure with no privacy,
bathroom or fence – where animals often strayed in.
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“My name isn’t
complete without
his,” Nainbai says,
with no clue of
the patriarchal
connotations that
define her persona.”

Nainbai Achubai Maheshwari
AFFIRMATIONS 37
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“My name isn’t complete without
his,” Nainbai says, with no clue of the
patriarchal connotations that define her
persona.

the person, so: a person of God – as
an argument to counter discrimination
because of their descent-based, ‘lessthan-honourable’ occupations.

also reflects on the quality of their lives.
Over generations the harijans have never
had enough money, and so have not
developed a savings culture.

Together with their seven children, they
are a harijan family, the lowest in the
caste order, or, put plainly, ‘untouchables’
whom upper castes have avoided coming
into direct contact with for generations.
The word harijan was coined by Mahatma
Gandhi – Hari meaning God and jan

Such discrimination is not tolerated
by law but is the norm in the village.
Though much has changed over the
years, the stigma of being born into
a family of harijans persists, while it
may get more subtle than visible with
passing time. This state of social life

In times of need, the Maheshwari’s have
borrowed money from a money-lender.
“Borrowing is the last resort. Money is
borrowed to light the kitchen fire when
there is drought or flood, and there is no
market for labour and no income.” A loan
comes with a high compound interest at
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five rupees a month for every hundred
rupees borrowed.

invest. The wild growth would take two
years of hard labour to clear.

Naturally then, when she was first
approached to join a group of women
who could save up to Rs 50 a month,
Nainbai had to seek her husband’s
consent. Moreover, a monthly saving of
Rs 50 (less than a US dollar) was seemed
a great challenge.

The idea the Maheshwaris put forward
was agreed to and the result is a good
crop of sesame. Nainbai and Achubai
know they are free to sell the produce
where they will get the best price.
Usually, farmers borrow money from a

The word harijan was coined by Mahatma Gandhi
– Hari meaning God and jan the person, so:
a person of God – as an argument to counter
discrimination because of their descent-based,
‘less-than-honourable’ occupations.

Achubai however agreed, and with the
money she saved, Nainbai discovered
a sense of dignity and began to dream
for herself. Her perceived inability for
enterprise was challenged.
The family approached CARE India and
its local partner with a novel idea – they
wanted to grow sesame on 12 acres of
barren, un-irrigated land Achubai had
inherited. The land was lying unused
because the family had no money to

lender who in turn takes their produce
against a small payment because the
borrower loses his right to negotiate.
The Maheswaris are no borrowers. They
have a fair working relationship with
their partners, they are the first among
equals.
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“Everyone asks
their husband
before joining.
The idea may be
the woman’s, but
the decision is the
husband’s,”
Dhirajba explains.

Dhirajba Khetuba
AFFIRMATIONS 41

“When my husband needs money, he
asks me.” This is not the done thing in a
village in Gujarat’s Kutch district, where
a woman is known by her husband’s
name.
Dhirajba Khetuba Chauhan’s is a small
name elongated by her husband’s. She
was Dhirajaba until she was married at
18. She came to her husband’s village
with a dream – of owning cows, because
she loved cows.
The Chauhan’s are a very conservative
people. They do not ever let their
women-folk venture out of the home’s
four walls un-accompanied by their
husband. This reflects on how the selfhelp group began. “Everyone asks their
husband before joining. The idea may
be the woman’s, but the decision is the
husband’s,” Dhirajba explains.
As a young girl, Dhirajba was very
interested in cows. But her parents could
not afford an animal. She had never
touched a cow. After she was married to
Khetuba nine years ago, she would peep
out of the window to see how her motherin-law tended to the cow and milked it.
Owning a cow seemed like a dream she
had left somewhere as she grew older. It
was time to rekindle that dream.
42
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“Earlier,” she says, “the husband
would go out shopping and the
women had to be satisfied with
what the men bought. Matters
have changed over the years.
Now I go shopping. And I take
part in making decisions on what
we buy.”
The self-help group enabled her to live her dream. Dhirajba
borrowed money to buy two cows to begin with. A buffalo
came next. Besides the income, the milk the animals produced
provided nutrition for the family. With the money, Dhirajba
could make space for herself and venture to shape her
personality. “I attend cluster meetings,” she says, emphasising
that she goes to the meetings all by herself. She calls the other
women and the husbands are kept out of the all-women’s affair.
It is time to talk and laugh, and of course, have some tea.
Dhirajba’s family would often borrow money from a lender in
the neighbouring village who lent only when the family had
something to mortgage. At five percent per month, the moneylender’s interest was exorbitant. The family had been often
deep in debt and parting with half their farm produce to repay
the loan became a habit.

Today, Dhirajba can compare her family’s life with a neighbour
who owns more land than her family and also has a job in a
cement factory nearby. The income and the milk from the cattle
has meant a better life. But more importantly, the economic
betterment has brought with it an ability to think beyond the
defined limits of an ordinary Chauhan housewife.
“Earlier,” she says, “the husband would go out shopping and
the women had to be satisfied with what the men bought.
Matters have changed over the years. Now I go shopping. And
I take part in making decisions on what we buy.”
Khetuba nods as she acknowledges how the self-help group has
helped bring out the woman in her.
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“Earlier,
I never ventured
out of home. I
never knew how
life was going on
or where it was
headed. Now, I
can move out on
my own without
hesitation,”
she says,
eyes sparkling
with pride.

Chandrika Behen Hemgar Goswami
AFFIRMATIONS 45

When a woman asks Chandrika Behen
to lend her 40 rupees for a notebook
for her child, Chandrika can’t say no.
“The government provides books. But
the family has to buy notebooks for
the children to write on. Rs 40 is a
big amount, especially for a family
with two or more children.” (Rs 47 is
approximately 1 US dollar).
In the back of her mind, Chandrika
understands the emotions – a notebook
is the parents’ way of ensuring that their
children escape the penury they live in.
Chandrika heads the Hajipeer Women’s
Self-help Group, organised by CARE
India, that save Rs 50 from their daily
expenses for use when needed most.
Buying a book, in this part of the world,
can be one such need.
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Since it began in January 2010, the
group of seven women now has a corpus
of Rs 7,400. The women, all illiterate and
among the poorest of the community,
are supported in book-keeping by Ishaq
Bhai who coordinates such groups on
behalf of CARE India.

Chandrika and her daughters, for
instance, are allowed to live in the
village’s community centre from where
she also runs a small shop to earn a
living. This is thanks to the money she
could borrow from a parallel cluster fund
initiated by CARE India.

Kuapaddar, Chandrika’s village of 36
families, resembles a small hamlet. Its
soil is hard and infested with wild plants.
Whatever else grows here must have
the blessing of the rain gods. Droughts
are frequent and bring hardships kept
at bay only with help from the village
money-lender whose business it is to
lend against a good mortgage and an
exorbitant interest.

Chandrika knows how different her life
would be were it not for the support
she received from CARE India after her
husband died two years ago. It helped
her live her life with dignity and no
compromises.

Yet, Kuapaddar’s people are generous.

“Earlier,I never ventured out of home.
I never knew how life was going on or
where it was headed. Now, I can move
out on my own without hesitation,” she
says, eyes sparkling with pride.
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“Even moneylenders haven’t
money for the
poor,” she
says. “And it
is not nice
to have them
arrive to
remind us of
our dues”.

Bachabai Sidiq
AFFIRMATIONS 49
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It takes hours to reach Rodasar village
via a long road and endless stretch of
barren desert with not a soul in sight.
Even the gods might forget the people
living here, or so it would appear.

up, a far distance away, the young men
from the community found themselves
work. This meant some money to bring
home wheat. But the community had no
mill to grind the wheat.

This is where the first Jath tribe settled
after generations of nomadic movement.
There was some help from the government
and Rodasar came into being. Residents
of the new village got a house under a
government scheme. As factories came

One young widow, Bachabai Sidiq, felt
running a flour mill would make a good
idea for business. But it was just an idea.
Because an idea is just a dream with no
money in the pocket, it is destined to
remain a dream. No more. No less.

AFFIRMATIONS

Five years ago, CARE India arrived
in Rodasar village to begin a project
called SNEHAL, standing for Sustainable
Nutrition, Education, Health and
Livelihood. The project reached women
and children with a self-help-group
was a boon for the Jaths – a nomadic
people who were, more often than not,
deprived of all that came with a stable
life and needed just something like that.
The region they treaded was vast and
touched India’s border with Pakistan.

Bachabai, the young widow, felt it was
time to work on her dream. It could feed
her kids and improve her family’s lot.
She approached the CARE staff with her
idea. A loan of Rs 10,000 provided by the
project turned her dream into a reality.
Bachabai took the lead in the selfhelp group. There was no husband for

lenders haven’t money for the poor,” she
says. “And it is not nice to have them
arrive to remind us of our dues”.
Bachabai now has a sewing machine
too, thanks to a loan from the self-help
group. The flour mill makes her Rs 150
a day. The sewing provides for Rs 1,500
a month. But apart from the money, the

The flour mill makes her Rs 150 a day.
The sewing provides for Rs 1,500 a month.
But apart from the money, the self-help
group was a place the women could sit and
talk about their common problems.

her to turn to for permission. Her sons
were still young. She could start with
a contribution of Rs 30 a month. Sayad
Gala Mahila Bachat Mandali, as their
group is called, began with 11 women.
Today, the group has some Rs 35,000 in
its kitty – no mean achievement for a
people who were nomads till a less than
a decade ago.

self-help group was a place the women
could sit and talk about their common
problems.
Bachabai’s lends money to her brotherin-law to till the land on the village
outskirts. This ensures the family get
food. That also means that Bachabai is
assured of the family’s security.

She knows the difference CARE’s
programme has brought. “Even money-
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“Neither me
nor my fatherin-law have
to go out to
labour now,”
she says. “We
earn more
than before
and it is
our own.”

Raseelaben
AFFIRMATIONS 53

As a little girl, Raseelaben was used to a
good life – her father could afford to give
his children some of the small things that
brought a smile to their faces. They had
30 acres of land, a shop in the industrial
town of Vapi, and a house of their own.
She even went to school.
Things changed when she was 13. She
was married to Govindbhai Bhanusali
from a family of farm labourers – they did
not own any land, sold their labour and
lived in a less than modest rented house.
Everyone in the family was illiterate.
The difference was stark. She explains
those difficult days in simple words. “I
was pregnant, yet I had to work to be
able to earn food.”
The feelings are muted. She is forthright
and philosophical, almost in the same
breath. “It didn’t feel great. This is what
fate had in store for me.”
But fate, she had learnt, can be changed
with a bit of luck, some enterprise and
lots of hard work. It was just a matter
of time.
Three years ago CARE India initiated a
women’s self-help group in the area.
Raseelaben did not let this opportunity
pass and encouraged another 13 women
to contribute Rs 30 every month to the
group. This was raised to Rs 50 two
months later with Raseelaben as the
group’s leader.
A year ago, Raseelaben borrowed Rs 5,000
from the group’s funds. She convinced a
fellow villager to let her farm on his three
acres of land while he was working in the
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“It was a great Deepawali
this year,” she says,
speaking of all the
goodies she made and the
shopping she did.

city. In return, she would clean it of the
obstinate wild plants. The vegetation
was uprooted and burnt under heaps of
mud till it turned into black charcoal.
Once the land was freed of the wild, it
was ploughed and Raseelaben and her
family began growing vegetables.
Raseelaben was joined in this venture
by her father-in-law who could not gain
employment due to an injured limb. The
elder helps care for the vegetables and
takes them to market. They earn at least
Rs 100 a day. When the demand for the

vegetables is good, they can make Rs
250. That is a big amount for the family.

of all the goodies she made and the
shopping she did.

The self-help group charges an interest
of Rs 2 a month for every Rs 100
borrowed – simply put, two per cent a
month, compounded every month. That
is far better than the Rs 10 a month
against Rs 100 that the village moneylender charges. The interest money is the
property of the group so it is retained.

“Neither me nor my father-in-law have
to go out to labour now,” she says. “We
earn more than before and it is our own.”

Life could not get better for this
enterprising woman. “It was a great
Deepawali this year,” she says, speaking

The 14 women of the self-help group
acquired a water tap for the village and
also got a government doctor to visit
them every week, a thing considered
impossible till some years ago. The
money and successes have given them
faith in themselves.
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“I now lend
people money
if they are in
need – I know
their pain,”
she says.

Sameera Hajeaben Harun
AFFIRMATIONS 57

“Such was our life, there isn’t much to
talk about” 55 year old Sameja Hajraben
Haroon says, her voice choking with
emotion. She begins to tell her story.
“I lost a daughter when she was eight
years old. She didn’t get anything to eat
for eight days. She was ill. She begged
for milk but I did not even have tea-leaf,
or milk or firewood to make her a cup
of tea. I didn’t have any money to buy
anything. My husband was hospitalised
and he could not work.”
Her eyes well up with tears that begin
rolling down her cheeks as she speaks.
But she makes sure none of her family
within earshot. She does not want her
daughters to remember the difficult days
the family lived through for all those
years.
The mother of nine girls knows the
value of money. But more than that, she
knows the pain of not having any. “I now
lend people money if they are in need – I
know their pain,” she says.
Life has looked up for the Haroon family
only recently. The cluster system that
CARE India promotes helps women avail
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The mother of nine
girls knows the value
of money. But more
than that, she knows
the pain of not having
any. “I now lend
people money if they
are in need
– I know their pain,”
she says.

a sizable loan. Sameja Hajraben took a
cluster loan of Rs 25,000 to pay for a
mango orchard lease. The harvest was
good and resulted in a profit of Rs 10,000
that was, in turn, invested.
The entrepreneur saw people arriving to
live in her neighbourhood as a factory
was being built. She knew the arriving
families would need vegetables and fruits
and so she stated selling vegetables in a
cart. The newcomers had money and they
purchased from her.
Sameja Hajraben’s association with CARE
India began with her joining a self-help
group two years ago. It was a place where
she felt equal to other women. It was
also the first time she felt welcomed into
a group of women who did not practice
the same religion as her.

trusting her. She was made the first
president of her self-help group, Suhana
Mahila Swa-sshaya Juth. The money is
proof of a bond amongst the women and
the trust that they have in her. This trust
brought dividends to the group when the
women began rolling bread for factory
workers – the factory canteen supplied
them the flour and they were required to
kneed it into dough and roll and prepare
the dough for the fireplace.
But Sameje Hajraben has not lost touch
with her past. “I know what poverty is.
Even now, I can recognise a poor man
who wants to buy a fruit for his child.
I feel obliged to give him whatever he
wants.”

The money from the self-help group has
been available whenever she has needed
it badly. A year ago, she borrowed Rs
5,000 for an ailing daughter’s treatment.
On another occasion, Sameja Hajraben
borrowed money to pay her daughter’s
college fees.
The money has come from other women
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“I like this work
serving the
community. I
can positively
influence others
through my
position and
this makes life
very satisfying,
peaceful and
happy” she says.

Shikha Mondal
AFFIRMATIONS 61

Shikha Mondal looks like any other 30year old village woman. What makes her
stand out are her gleaming eyes, her eversmiling face, her graceful demeanour,
and her legs, both incapacitated due to
polio.
Shikha could be her village Goragachha’s
mascot. Going a long way away from
home is not easy for her and there’s so
much work to be done in the village.
Besides, there is a good chance lots
could go wrong if Shikha left for a day.
When CARE India’s field staff arrived in
the village for the first time two years
ago, they were introduced to Shikha.
The village’s own local government, or
panchayat, brought her to meet with the
CARE representatives. She was shy and
understood why she was being chosen,
CARE could help her in some way, and
fellow villagers thought that she needed
help.
There were nine other women and out of
these Shikha was chosen to become the
leader. The other women had lots of work
because they were married and they had
to attend to their families needs, but
his was not the case with Shikha. Also,
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Shikha was the only one amongst them
who had been to school.
After a few rounds of training and some
mentoring, Shikha became the head of
the self-help-group, and could lead the
rest of the group in doing things that
they never imagined they could do.
But there’s more that Shikha does as a
result of the awareness that has come
from her association with the CARE
team. Shikha now convinces parents to
take their children for the polio drops .
Shikha makes sure all little ones go to
school. Shikha will not let any young
girl in the village get married against
her wishes, and definitely not if she is
still of school-going age. There’s much
that Shikha does that nobody else in the
village does.
“I like this work serving the community.
I can positively influence others through
my position and this makes life very
satisfying, peaceful and happy” she says.
Child marriages were a common thing in
the village. Even her mother arrived in
the village a child bride. Shikha wants
to put an end to this practice. She

knows how it felt when her friends in
school got married. Twelve-year-old
Bishnupriya Mandal, who follows Shikha
like a shadow, is one of the girls Shikha
prevented from getting married, because
her parents thought that was the best
way to escape the family’s extreme
poverty. “Education will not come
again,” she had argued then. “Marriage
will happen at its own time.”
And all this, Shikha says, is because
of how inspired she was as a result of
the CARE India training. “What I learnt
during the training was not taught at
school,” she says.

“Education will not come
again,” she had argued then.
“Marriage will happen at its
own time.”
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Malati was
educated,
having studied
up to the eighth
grade. Malati
also had 13
more women
with her who
had all joined a
self-help group
promoted by
CARE India.

Malati Pandit
AFFIRMATIONS 65

The three hundred families of Srishurura
village have lived life far from the glare
of the modern world. They thought that
was good life. Quarrelling with oneanother or battering their wives. There
was nobody to interfere in their personal
lives. They would say they were doing
fine. They thought they were happy.
Actually, given their limited means, they
were very, very happy.
The village has all sorts of people – Dalits,
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Tribals, Muslims and Hindus. But they
are all the same in the sense that they
are all very poor. Tribal children often
miss school for hunting down rodents in
the farm because these make good meat
for food or to go with a round of wine.
And the parents don’t complain.
But there is a limit to the goodness of
liquor. There is a limit to the bliss of
ignorance. There is also a limit to beating
one’s wife, in fact, it should never happen
at all.

Malati Pandit, thirty-six-years-old, made
the first attempt to tell the villagers what
their limitations were. It was a tough
call, but some in the crowd listened.
Malati was educated, having studied up
to the eighth grade. Malati also had 13
more women with her who had all joined
a self-help group promoted by CARE
India.
“It was difficult to start the group. The
women found it difficult to convince

their families. There were many other
activities we wanted to participate in.
For example, we wanted to learn about
our health needs. As a group, we could
also help other women become aware
of their health needs. But that meant
sacrificing time and often that resulted
in unpleasantness and commotion in the
family,” Malatis says.
But the families began to appreciate the
role of the women. This was because the
women could borrow money in times of

For example, our advice to a pregnant
woman about the injections she must get
and her nutrition is often overheard by
the neighbours.”
The women’s priorities have also changed.
For instance, one group member, Tumpa
Barman, borrowed Rs 7,000 to construct
a toilet for her family. This, Tumpa
blushes as she says, is very different
from the Rs 15,000 she borrowed earlier
for buying cows.

It was difficult to start the group. The women
found it difficult to convince their families.
There were many other activities we wanted
to participate in.

need from their self-help groups. The
men realised the worth of the efforts
that the women put in over the years.
Around the same time, other villagers too
began greeting them when they passed
by. Malati explains why the villagers’
attitudes changed: “Sometimes, we get
invited for a cup of tea because the
family appreciates how we helped them
with a matter concerning their health.
We have been able to explain to them
solutions to their personal health issues.

Their self-help group, Kamala Kamomo
Samcjau Dal, is rated as the best in their
part of the district. As a result, there is
a demand from other nearby villages for
CARE India to help start self-help groups.
Malati and her friends are mentors for
the another 17 self-help groups in the
village. This is a big change, considering
how hesitant the women were to step out
of their homes.
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“We are a group
and we can all
go out together.
That is the
biggest change
in our lives.”

Parsina Khtoon
AFFIRMATIONS 69

Young and bold – that is what the
villagers of Pichkuri think of Parsina
Khatoon.
Parsina heads a self-help group promoted
by CARE India and she has a story to tell:
“Earlier girls in this village would be
married off after their twelfth birthday.
Now, no girl is married before she is
16. This is because of the efforts of our
group. We still have a long way to go.”
The young lady is one of the only two
young girls from this village who went to
high school. Most never went to school.
She knows she is more blessed than the
other girls in the village because her
parents encouraged her to study. And
for that reason, Parsina wants to bring
about a change in her village.
Parsina is a role model for other women
in the village. Pichkuri’s residents are
Muslims, Dalits and Tribals. Education
levels are low and the population is
very conservative. Families did not
take women to hospital to deliver their
babies. Parsina and her group members
have done what many government
and voluntary organisations could not
do in this respect. They have begun
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challenging the very idea that a woman
in labour must not be taken out of
the confines of her own home. Now
every delivery happens in institutional
settings.

time to administer polio drops to the
children. They take it upon themselves
to convince parents that the drops will
do no harm – a belief that is widely held
in the village.

When the self-help group began, all that
the women wanted was to save some
money for a rainy day. But they were all
uneducated. So they called upon Parsina
to lead the group, because the leader
must know how to read and write. But
now, the women feel that the money has
just been incidental. As one woman said,
“We are a group and we can all go out
together. That is the biggest change in
our lives.”

Parsina herself is able to talk and
convince parents to send their children
to school. It is often a struggle, but
she’s often suceeds. She knows most
women want their daughters to study,
go to college and become like her. And
she knows there is nothing wrong with
exploiting this sentiment.

The step outdoors has done the women
a world of good – they have met other
women in the village they had never
met. Their horizons have widened and
they have come to acquire a worldview of
their own. These changes would not be
possible if CARE India did not choose to
work in this village, they say. The change
has reflected on the life of their fellowvillagers.
The women are at the forefront of a
social change. They step out when it is

A long time ago, bankers would not have
a villager bank with them because they
didn’t have much money and the hassles
of paperwork and explaining the nuances
of banking was not worth it. But now,
Parsina and her friends have an account
in a national bank and what’s more, they
have helped many more in the village to
do so.

“Earlier girls in this village
would be married off after
their twelfth birthday. Now,
no girl is married before
she is 16. This is because of
the efforts of our group. We
still have a long way to go.”
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Lakshmi and
Sagarika both
study in a
unique school
organised and
run by CARE
India under its
Udaan project.

Lakshmi & Sagarika Sita
AFFIRMATIONS 73

Lakshmi and Sagarika are the best of
friends. They share much in common.

that her mother could go out to earn a
livelihood.

Lakshmi, 10, lost her mother. 12-yearold Sagarika’s father died. In neither case
do the family know what they died of.
In the jungles, they are told, dwell evil
spirits. Somebody had let the spirits loose
and that is why their parents died. It is
just a story for the city-dweller. But, the
tribals of Mayurbhanj take their jungle
tales seriously.

Lakshmi and Sagarika both study in a
unique school organised and run by CARE
India under its Udaan project. The project
helps young girls who have never been to
school to come up to speed with others
their age so that they can join them in
formal school. It entails compacting all
that is taught during the first five years
of schooling into the space of one single
year.

After her mother died, Lakshmi went to
work in the mines close to her home. She
would return to cook food for her father
and brother. Sagarika knows how to cook
too. She can also handle her siblings, both
of whom have a mysterious problem with
their sight. She had to look after them so
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At Udaan, both girls are provided clothes
and food. But most importantly, the girls
are provided care. The lives here revolve
around them. It is a change from the
families they both came from, where

everyone was too busy just surviving
each day. Udaan provides them with an
opportunity to forget about their own
struggle for survival because there are
others to care for them. Here the girls do
all that girls their age must do – chat and
giggle, learn and play, dance and sing,
eat, dress, and be happy.
This is done without any textbooks. In
fact, the teaching in the Udaan school
is based on a number of interesting
activities that ensure that the child has
all the energy for learning.
In the space of a year, both Lakshmi and
Sagarika will be out of Udaan and ready
to join regular schooling at a governmentrun school. Udaan is the Hindi word for
flight.
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The Mankadia
tribe fears
none of
these. Only
elders speak
to outsiders
of their
encounters
with the
tigers, “Oh!
They’ll never
harm us.”

Shukramani Mankadia
AFFIRMATIONS 77

Shukramani Mankadia comes from
a primitive tribal group called the
Mankadias who have lived deep inside the
forest for generations. They have made
friends with the beasts in there and do
not feel at home outside the forest. The
Simlipal forest is dense, known for its
dense growth as much as the tigers it is
home to. The Mankadia tribe fears none
of these. Only elders speak to outsiders
of their encounters with the tigers, “Oh!
They’ll never harm us.”
The Mankadias are few in numbers. And
they have never gone to school. They do
not know how to read or to write. And
they have never felt the need to count or
to read nor to write, because, deep in the
jungle, there is no board to read or write
nor currency to count.
But life for the Mankadias is changing.
The government has provided them with
land to live and they are not allowed to
live in the jungle. The forest is becoming
out of bounds. Shukramani’s family, for
instance, has changed their place of
living six or seven times before this.
Shukramani Mankadia and her sister are
the only ones from her tribe to have
the knowledge of digits and letters.
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They were identified by CARE India and
brought to the Udaan school.
It was difficult for them to adjust to life.
She cried for days on end. She even found
it difficult to communicate because her
language and dialect were different from
the others. But the presence of other girls
helped them assimilate and Shukramani
began catching up with studies, with a
lots of extra efforts from her teachers.

“She had to be taught how to hold the
pencil,” says Chandrakanti Patra, the
language teacher.
Shukramani did very well at Udaan and
proceeded to study at the government’s
boarding school for Tribal children. It
is interesting for her to hear words of
appreciation from the teachers at the
new school who feel Udaan has done the
girl a world of good.
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“She had
struggled with
her pregnancy
and needed
help. She knew
she could
undergo an
operation,
but she didn’t
know how.

Murshida
AFFIRMATIONS 81

Travel on the Indian railways can be a
luxury or a nightmare, depending on the
ticket you can afford. Murshida bought
herself the cheapest ticket to Delhi, in
an over-crowded general compartment
(with seats for 72 people, but generally
crowded with up to 250), where she
would lose her seat if she went to the
toilet. Seats demand luck or might or a
wicked mind. Sometimes, a seat comes
with sympathy. Some 24 hours later, in
the middle of the night, the passengers
were rudely woken up: “You’re all in
Delhi. Sleepy bums.” Murshida woke up,
picked up her two little girls, Masuma
and Aksuma, and jumped out of the
train.
The mongrels got themselves a few seats
and Murshida was in Kanpur, yet an
entire night away from Delhi!
It was the first time Murshida was away
from her family and away from all her
miseries. Her husband had died, leaving
her with two little girls in the care of inlaws who did not want them. She had no
parents either. Her grandmother would
look after her, but her son was a villain.
Murshida could not stay there.
Murshida holds no grudges against
anyone, least against the crooks who
tricked her to get off the train. Her
miseries never seemed to cease.
82
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As time rolled by, Murshida has borne
threats and advances by ruffians and
cheats in the surroundings of the
Mahatma Gandhi Harijan Basti, along the
railway tracks. This one kilometre long
stretch of land and swamps, that widens
up to 200 metres at some points, is
home to over 3,000 illiterate, extremely
poor people, mostly garbage collectors.
Electric wires dangle precariously to
steal some electricity and the two
hand-pumps for water have witnessed
innumerable fist-cuffs. People in this
illegal colony, formed by encroaching on
railway land, have no identification, nor
infrastructure like schools or healthcare.
They do not exist on government records
and have no entitlements.
With mosquitoes breeding and flies
swarming all over, the Mahatma Gandhi
Harijan Basti is a hub for diseases where
human beings compete for space with
dogs and pigs.
Births and deaths, frequent as they are,
go unnoticed.. Births and deaths also
often happen without the aid of a doctor
or the supervision of a professional.
As Mursihda settled here, found herself a
partner in Salim Khan, and expanded her
family, she needed help. Many women
like her needed similar help to be able

to plan their families, or opt not to
have any more children. Making babies
happens briskly here because there is no
electricity and no television and really,
no other way young people Murshida’s
age can entertain themselves. Due to the
unhygienic surroundings, the women are
often sick for a host of reasons ranging
from unprotected sex to unsafe deliveries
and, almost always, anaemic.
Meeting the needs for maternal health
care in this slum is important and CARE
India has, as part of a consortium of
partners, addressed this need through a
range of health workers who fan into the
slum, meeting and advising women on
their reproductive health needs. Radha
Mishra, whom Murshida met a year ago
and trusts like none else in the vicinity,
remembers the first time Murshida
approached her with her husband one
Sunday. “She had struggled with her
pregnancy and needed help. She knew
she could undergo an operation, but she
didn’t know how. We guided her,” says
Radha.
“Murshida is so happy now and she
advices other women to plan their
families. She brings her neighbours to
me for advice. She has become a role
model for many women here.”

Births and deaths,
frequent as they are, go
unnoticed.. Births and
deaths also often happen
without the aid of a
doctor or the supervision
of a professional.
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“Learning how
to cycle takes
two days but
there are so
many letters
to learn”.

Susheela
AFFIRMATIONS 85

Susheela can tell how much change
the few months she has spent at the
Udaan school have brought: “Here I get
gyan (knowledge) and have acquired
hoshyarri (common sense). I have learnt
counting. Koi mujhe bewkoof nahain
banna payagaa (I can’t get cheated)” she
says. “When I went to home for Diwali,
I heard villagers say, “this is Ramdeen’s
daughter and she is studying”. It felt
nice to hear this.”
Susheela is the first girl in the family who
has gone to school. She was identified
by a CARE India village level worker as
a child labourer harvesting wheat. He
spoke to her mother about sending her
to school at Udaan.
Her village Jamunia lies in the Hardoi
district of Uttar Pradesh, India’s most
populous state. Few know of the farflung village. The bus stop is in another
village three kilometres of muddy track
away. As is often the fate of villages
on the far end of the district, it too
far to be visited and often ignored in
government programmes. The village
has no electricity and residents have to
cross the Gomti river by boat to visit the
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Primary Health Centre in Neemsaar, a
pilgrimage centre.
The village has a primary school,
although it consists only of one building
the government constructed, and two
teachers, one of whom is an assistant,
who visit it. Of the teachings and the
lessons imparted, the less said, the
better. Schools in the village serve
two important purposes – they remind
residents that a government exists and,
importantly, people flock to the schools
to cast their votes in the event of an
election.
Susheela went to the village primary
school for a year. She didn’t learn
anything because there was no real
teaching there. Indeed, Susheela would
go to school only when there was no
work at home, or no money to earn. She
could earn Rs 80 when it was time to
harvest wheat or groundnuts.
The six sisters have been brought up by
their mother after her father’s death. The
family has some land, most of which is
along the river and gets eroded every
time there is a flood. When the family
property was divided, Susheela’s father’s

“I have now learnt about
cleanliness and hygiene.
I know how to make my bed.
I have learnt many good things
and will be able to tell others
in the family how to do these
everyday things in a better way.”

brother took away the better lot of land and the family had to
live off whatever little their land produces, she says. Which is
why her mother was not happy to send her to the Udaan school
– because sending her to school meant one hand less to earn
for the home. Education was never a priority and definitely not
accessible, nor affordable, and the school at Neemsaar across
the river demands some 800 rupees for the books alone.
Today, however, Susheela’s mother feels she has matured very
much through her experience at Udaan. As Vandana Sharma,
a teacher at Udaan mentions, she overheard Susheela having a
conversation with her mother regarding a quarrel in the village:
“She was telling her mother to be careful, not to quarrel over
petty matters and instead swallow their pride.”
The change in Susheela has been generational. In her words, “I
have now learnt about cleanliness and hygiene. I know how to
make my bed. I have learnt many good things and will be able
to tell others in the family how to do these everyday things in
a better way.”
It took Sushella two days to learn cycling and when asked
which is easier to learn – cycling or the letters, she is prompt:
“Learning how to cycle takes two days but there are so many
letters to learn”.
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“I have been
teaching for
four years now.
As a teacher,
I try to apply
the methods
of teaching
that got me
interested in
education.
Children learn
better when
I employ the
methods I learnt
with at Udaan,”
she says.

Kavita
AFFIRMATIONS
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Twenty-year-old Kavita Sharma never
liked going to the village school in
Hariharpur. And she did not like the
teaching in the Angadwadi, literally
the ‘courtyard for playing’,as the
government-supported childcare centres
are known.
When she came into formal schooling,
after her family moved into the Sarvodaya
Ashram complex that houses CARE India’s
Udaan project, she was embarrassed to
find herself in the company of younger
children and so she’d run away from
school to play with her toddler brother,
Pradeep. Her mother would keep an eye
on her but that did not deter her from
escaping the classroom.
Because she lived in the Sarvodaya
Ashram, and because her mother worked
there, Kavita would peep into the
Udaan classroom. “I liked the poetry
that the girls would recite and how
they wrote their names with lentils of
various colours and the sight of the girls
decorating their hands with designs of
henna. Woh gatti-widdi ahacha lagtta
thha (I liked the activities)”. She joined
Udaan when she was 11, a day after the
three-day induction for the other girls
was over.
When she joined class, she was taught to
recognise the alphabet, make words, and
draw elephants and other drawings with
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stones and leaves. These things were
new to her and very unlike the form of
education she was running away from.

“Now, I come to
spend my time with
the girls at Udaan
daily. To talk and
play.” she says.

She had to stay in the hostel, even
though her parents lived close-by, and
was permitted to go home only during the
holidays, else, with permission. “Wahan
par mann lag gaya thha (I adjusted to
the place)”. The rest of the girls became
her companions and she liked being with
them.
After studying at Udaan, Kavita resumed
schooling in the upper primary school
(in the same complex) where she
continued till she passed her high school
examination. There was, by now, a thirst
for studying and a strong desire to
educate herself. Life was very different
from where she began a few years earlier.
Today, Kavita has completed her
graduation and she teaches at the
primary school in the Ashram. “I have
been teaching for four years now. As
a teacher, I try to apply the methods
of teaching that got me interested in
education. Children learn better when
I employ the methods I learnt with at
Udaan,” she says. But Kavita has often
been told by the formal school system
to follow the traditional method of
teaching. “I would like to teach children
the way I was taught at Udaan. I am not
given the space to teach the children like
that in the present school.”

When asked what made Udaan so special,
Kavita said, “The best thing was that
nobody scolded us. Teachers made sure
we understood what was being taught
to us. Unlike the other schools, we were
not told to learn by rote and the teachers
made it interesting by telling stories.” As
she speaks, she can’t help revealing what
upset her in the formal school system so
much: “When I was in the sixth grade, I
was slapped by a teacher.”
The Udaan education gave her a sense of
self-confidence.
This is borne out by the fact that she
refused to marry an army-man who was
almost twice her age. He even demanded
a motor-cycle as part of a dowry. She is
now engaged to marry a young man who
is a student of engineering.
“If I hadn’t had the schooling in Udaan,
I’d never have been able to study. Since
then, I only wanted to study. “Now, I
come to spend my time with the girls at
Udaan daily. To talk and play.” she says.
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“Earlier, I was
embarrassed to
talk to people
in the village.
Santosh
taught me
how to meet
the women.
He helped
me get over
my shyness
and not feel
embarrassed,”
she says.

Sunita Verma
AFFIRMATIONS
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Sunita Verma is the Asha of Barabanki’s
Village Bhaukajawaripur.
Asha is the Hindi for hope. In the
parlance of the government-promoted
health system, Asha is an acronym for the
village Accredited Social Health Activist.
A village Asha is a volunteer trained
and placed by the government to assist
village women in matters related to their
maternal and reproductive health. It is
an important function in distant villages
where no doctor wants to go. She is not
on the government’s payroll. She is only
expected to volunteer for small monetary
incentives that come once in a while.
However, Ashas like Sunita also want
to be relevant to the people they serve.
This means, they want to learn more to
be able to do better. That, however, is
rarely the case.
CARE India’s Sure-start project works
so that Ashas like Sunita have that
sort of training. It ensures that they
are equipped with the competencies
to handle difficult situations, of which
there are many. For instance, Sunita
is trained to handle the situation if a
woman in her neighbourhood goes into
labour, unexpectedly, at any hour. She
is taught to monitor the health of an
expecting mother and also to track the
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growth of the foetus in her womb. These
are skills a doctor must possess. But in
the absence of a doctor in many parts of
India, it is the likes of Sunita who must
step in.
There are reasons why Sunita needs
more than the training in technical
skills relating to childbirth. Sometimes,
she is also expected to handle difficult
situations of another kind. For example,
Sunita is expected to persuade people to
get their children vaccinated. This is not
a simple matter in the village. “Sui say
kya hogga? khuch nahain hotta? (what
will the needle do. It will not help in any
way).We too have given birth to babies”.
This is the common refrain among the
village women, she says.
At other times, she has to persuade
villagers to limit their families – very
difficult issues to address in these parts.
“They want a baby within the first year
of marriage – uskey baad to bachha hotta
he nahain hei. Hum samjha-tey hein ki
aisa to nahin hotta. (After that, it is
not possible for the girl to conceive. I
explain why that is not correct).”
It often results in agitating people or
handling an agitated lot. These are skills
Ashas must possess – and they are skills
not taught in medical school.

Sunita shot to popularity after she helped a Pinki, a teenage
woman in her village, deliver her premature baby. The baby,
christened Lucky, weighed just one kilo and 400 grams and in
the environs of the village, there was no way the baby would
survive. This is where the skills she got from her training with
CARE India helped as she was informed how to handle such
difficult cases.
Sunita and other Ashas of the region receive support from
CARE India’s field officers like Santosh who organises meetings
and trainings for the Ashas, mostly revolving around stories
and games. This also forms an interesting way for the Ashas to
bond with the village women.
“Earlier, I was embarrassed to talk to people in the village.
Santosh taught me how to meet the women. He helped me get
over my shyness and not feel embarrassed,” she says. “Meeting
with other Ashas also helped in exchanging knowledge and
learning from their experience. Else, our competence would
have been limited to what we learnt during our initial sevenday training provided by the government. But the follow-up
initiated by CARE helped complete it.”
She speaks of on-hand practice of wrapping a baby dummy
or doll, the knowledge of exclusive breast-feeding, motherchild health, signs and symptoms of dangers to the child and
mother’s lives, post and anti-natal care makes it easier. “I have
done these with my own hand, so I am better equipped to
tell the women how to stay on the look-out for these signs of
despair – khattern kee lakshan. That makes the training very
important,” she says.
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I am happy
to see a
change. I am
delighted
when I have
provided
a young
girl all the
information
she wants
and when she
feels that the
information
I have
provided her
is useful,”
she says.

Pushpa Verma
AFFIRMATIONS
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The Anganwadi is the most happening
place in an Indian village. It is the place
where all little children are brought to
play during the day. It is also where many
government programmes for children
under the aegis of the Integrated Child
Development Scheme (ICDS) are focussed.
This daycare centre is especially a boon
for working parents in the village who can
leave the children in the care of a worker.
Pushpa Verma is one such Anganwadi
worker in village Khajurgaon of Barabanki
district. She has been caring for the
village’s little children since 1999. Some
months after she was enrolled as a worker
here, she came in contact with CARE
India’s field workers. “CARE gave me a
guru. For example, I was never provided
any training from the ICDS department.
So, it was through CARE India that I got
my knowledge, booklets and trainings.
Else, getting that sort of knowledge would
take us 10 years. I learn everything the
practical way – with hands-on training and
mentoring.”
Pushpa and other Anganwadi workers
underwent a two-month-long ICDS
training organised by the government. “We
were just told what to do but were not told
the finer aspects. We were just told what
to tell a pregnant woman, or about breastfeeding. We were not fully aware. In such
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a situation it became difficult for us to
convey to first-time mothers, for instance,
delicate matters that challenged age-old
notions. That level of care was provided to
us by CARE India,” she says.
ICDS put emphasis on the pre-school aspects
of child development. This did not really
address the needs of the mother except for
nutrition and nutritional supplements. It
was limited to the child and the mother
only as long as it concerned the child.
CARE trained change agents in the village,
each one of who was responsible for six
houses. “I had six change agents. They
were looking after the needs of two to four
expecting mothers around their place of
residence,” Pushpa says. This woman, next
door, was a quick resource to care for the
woman and address issues like early labour.
CARE India’s training to supplement ICDS
was called Sure Start. It taught simple
things like wrapping a baby immediately
after birth. This is what the mothers did
not know. The programme also involved
the village headman and the auxiliary
nurse midwife (ANM ). Through addressing
all three, there was better coordination.
She can go on speaking on what has CARE
India provided. “CARE India has provided
us with knowledge. What we have learnt
so far is due to Care India. I would like

to see all Anganwadi workers get this
information,” she says.
Pushpa earns just Rs 1,700 a month. Yet,
she is very happy to see others emerge
stronger. “I am here as a volunteer – I
am happy to see a change. I am delighted
when I have provided a young girl all
the information she wants and when she
feels that the information I have provided
her is useful,” she says. “Girls from our
village who have married and settled in
other villages tell their in-laws and other
villagers about the Anganwadi didi. Some
girls come here with their children for
their vaccinations, rather than get it done
in the village they are settled in,” she says
with visible pride.
Pushpa not only echoes what planners and
policy-makers say for gender equality. She
is a step ahead. “We need more training for
men because I know that men alone do not
have a role in bringing down infant and
child mortality. Now, men are being told
to take care of their expecting wives. Men
have begun to help the wife in domestic
chores. She can get two hours of rest. This
is a huge change since earlier we would
talk to the mother-in-lawand sister-in law
to care for the expecting mothers, because
the husband were hesitant.”

it was through CARE
India that I got my
knowledge, booklets
and trainings. Else,
getting that sort of
knowledge would take
us 10 years.

The men, she says, are no longer as
embarrassed. “Sankoch or hesitation is
going slowly. It happens because of the
jaankari information they are getting.”
CARE India’s Sure-Start and ISOPHIE have
men participating. These two programmes
brought men to the fore as well. “It helped
in explaining to the man what we were
telling the woman,” she says, adding that
men now can take their own decisions and
this helps the wife. This is different from
how, earlier, the elders in the family had
to consent.

AFFIRMATIONS 99

100 AFFIRMATIONS

You didn’t let
study, papa
I longed to Learn
the alphabets
When I saw the
school from afar
Wished I too could
Go to school,
bag and all
Then one fine day
The warden arrived
at our village
She drilled some
sense into my
father and mother
This changed my
future
Papa, you agreed
to get me enrolled
Today, I study
in Kasturba

URMILA
AFFIRMATIONS
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This is what 13 year-old Urmila Yadav
wrote in a poem she called, My Dream.
Urmila comes from a village called
Baghya. It is a small village with no more
than 50 houses. Back home, her rather
large family share home with two cows,
two calves and one buffalo. Her father
has two acres of land on which he grows
potatoes, mustard, wheat, paddy, fodder
for the cattle, lentils and vegetables.
The produce from the farm feeds the
rather large household. In the event of
an emergency, like someone falling ill,
some of the produce is sold to afford the
treatment. The home somehow manages
with the shortfall in the food in such a
case. Urmila does not want to speak of the
bad times, when a flood washes away the
crop and her father struggles to borrow
money so that they can survive.
“My father cannot afford to send me
to school,” she says. There is a primary
school in the village in which Urmila
studied for a few years. After that, she
discontinued her studies because her
father did not have the money to enrol
her in the school in another village. As
a result, Urmila forgot all that she had
learnt in primary school. Urmilla learnt
cooking during that one year she spent
at home. She knows how to cook rice
and bread and lentils and of course, her
favourite, Kaandh ki barria (pakori) – a
fried dumpling of a local yam.
The Kasturba Gandhi Balika Vidyalaya,
where Urmilla studies today, is a
residential school run under the guidance
of CARE India’s staff. The school is well
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staffed and the teachers have a good
relationship with their mentors from
CARE India.
Urmila wants to become a sports teacher
when she grows up. She feels it is
important to have games at school,
though “it may not fetch lots of money.”
CARE India supports the Kasturba Gandhi
Balika Vidyalaya teach and train young
citizens like Urmila who otherwise have
not got an opportunity because of their
caste, class, and more importantly, gender.

You didn’t let study, papa
I longed to
Learn the alphabets
When I saw the school from afar
Wished I too could
Go to school, bag and all
Then one fine day
The warden arrived at our village
She drilled some sense into my
father and mother
This changed my future
Papa, you agreed to get me
enrolled
Today, I study in Kasturba
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She arrived
at the KGBV
barefoot,
because the
family could
not buy a pair
of slippers for
their little
girl going to a
distant place to
study. Pooja was
keen to study.
She would
see the other
girls in the
neighbourhood
going to school
and she wanted
to go to school
as well.

Pooja Yadav
AFFIRMATIONS
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The Kasturba Gandhi Balika Vidyalaya (KGVB),
a school for young girls named after Kasturba
Gandhi in Hariharpur Raikwari, is dominated
by an imposing palace. A few yards down the
road stands another palace. The two palaces
house the region’s royals. However, but for
the two palaces, people in this region live in
small houses. Together, they complete a tale
of disparities – the rich here are very rich and
the poor here are among the poorest in the
country.
This is Bharaich, one of Uttar Pradesh’s most
backward districts in the sphere of education,
especially, girls’ education. The situation of
the villages here is best left to imagination.
Electricity supply is erratic and there are few
civic means available – hospitals, doctors, or
even potable water.
For 14-years-old Pooja Yadav, there is nothing
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unusual about these disparities. She comes
from a distant village, Birupurwa. Her father
Ram Tej Yadav is a farmer of small means. Her
mother, Karunavati is illiterate. Together, the
family works on its small plot of land where
they grow wheat, paddy, maize, mustard and
potatoes. The family owns a cow – a new
acquisition over eight months ago. On the
thatch roof, there are pumpkins and gourds.
Pooja’s father, who has been to primary
school, brought her to the Kasturba Gandhi
Balika Vidyalaya. Pooja had been to the
primary school in a neighbouring village,
Padampichaura, for two years. But her father
had her dropped out. “Now you needn’t
study. Stay at home,” he had said then. At
home, Pooja lent hand to her mother in the
household chores – sweeping and cleaning the
floor, doing the dishes. The mother would go

out to work and she would take care of the
siblings.
She arrived at the KGBV barefoot, because
the family could not buy a pair of slippers
for their little girl going to a distant place to
study. Pooja was keen to study. She would see
the other girls in the neighbourhood going
to school and she wanted to go to school as
well. The KGVB is a chain of schools formed
by the government precisely to cater to the
educational needs of girls like Pooja.
Pooja belonged to the first level – an
euphemism for being in the lowest category
of educational development. There were many
others like her in the classroom. Most had
gone to school for the first couple of years of
their lives because they were provided some
food as part of the government’s mid-day-

Now, in the eighth grade, and a school prefect,
Pooja is one of the brightest students at the
school. Pooja is now a strong-willed girl, capable
of thinking for herself and her surroundings.
She speaks of two needs for her village: a handpump and electricity.

meal scheme. But there wasn’t much teaching
in the school, often handled by one sole
teacher. In any case, they forgot whatever
little they learnt after they dropped out.
But what made Pooja different among the
rest of the girls was her introvert self. She
would not talk, perhaps for fear of exposing
her illiteracy, and so, her mannerisms and
dishevelled appearance spoke for her. As
the hostel warden, Nevidita says, “Pooja was
behind her peers in everything. She was a
back-bencher, who was weak in her studies
and would not participate in any co-curricular
activities – games or dramas or whatever.”
What was true of Pooja was true of other
girls too. They were unaware and unused
to nutritious food like soya bean. Beans did
not fit into their food-style. Their food was

accompanied by salt and pickles. There was no
culture of a balanced diet back home – so, this
was a very different experience. Back home,
they’d eat roti (bread) with salt or pickle.
Dal (the Indian preparation of lentils) or a
vegetable curry was a luxury.
CARE India provides regular support to
the KGVB in engaging with girls like Pooja
so that the girls get an opportunity to
come up to speed with their peers. The
interactions between CARE India and the
school management are planned to help girls
like Pooja. The programme takes care of all
aspects of the girls’ development – from their
nutrition and clothing to their education.
CARE India has arranged with the doctors
from the primary health centre, some six
kilometres away, to come to the school twice
a month for a health check-up.

It was a regimen that the staff pursued to
bring Pooja and other girls like her up to the
mark to join other in the sixth grade. The
curriculum has the backing of educational
experts in the region. Now, in the eighth
grade, and a school prefect, Pooja is one of
the brightest students at the school.
CARE India’s staff also ensures that the
curriculum is accompanied with a friendly
educational environment so that the girls
get the space to blossom. Initially, Pooja had
to be propelled to engage in activities. This
helped her teachers see the girl behind the
outer persona. Pooja is now a strong-willed
girl, capable of thinking for herself and her
surroundings. She speaks of two needs for her
village: a hand-pump and electricity. As for
herself, Pooja wants to study further.
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“Many people
who did
not like to
talk to us or
treated us as
untouchables
now come
and sit with
us and share
food with us.”
Savitri Amma’s
husband, Mani
says,

Savitri Amma
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At age 10, Savitri Amma would help her
parents catch and skin snakes. They
would eat the meat and sell the venom
and skin. “Snake skin would sell for 10
rupees. Forest rats and mongoose would
sell for five rupees. These were large rats
and we cooked and ate these. We also
collected and sold honey.”
These activities were common for an
Irula child in her time. Studying was
an exception and Savitri and other
Irulas know of no one who went to
school. The Irulas, snake catchers for
generations, found their way of life
being challenged when government
and wildlife authorities came heavy on
their practice and were forced to become
wage earners. Deprived of their means of
livelihood and with no other skills, they
became bonded labours, getting enslaved
by debts to landlords who extracted work
and more.
“We would have a bath in two or three
weeks because water was scarce. I never
knew what a school was. My parents
only taught us to catch rats and snakes.
When I saw other children go to school,
I wondered what this was all about.
Catching rats was very interesting. At
that time, I thought that these other
children in the village were missing
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something so interesting. Only in
recent years did I realise that I missed
something important.”
After her marriage, Savitri Amma and
her husband Mani would go fishing and
looking for crabs in the mangroves. In
the process, they got to learn more about
crabs. This knowledge came in handy
when Savitri and other Irulla women
came in touch with CARE India.
The crabs, prawns and fish would be
usurped by the fishermen from whom
the Irulas borrowed money. The catch
went to service the loan interest as it was
considered a payment of the monthly
interest. The principal loan remained
intact, forever. As time passed, there
were more loans, which meant more crabs
and fish to afford the exorbitant interest
rates the fishermen would charge for
their loans.
It was difficult to return the money and
they were in perennial debt. Later, they
became fishing coolies, doing all the hard
work for the fishermen and before they
knew what they were stepping into, they
became bonded labourers, their lives in
bondage to the fishermen.
Though the Irulas caught fish, crabs or
prawns, they rarely got to eat the catch.

When CARE India’s staff came into
contact with the community following
the Indian Ocean Tsunami, they realised
the discrimination the community faced
at the hands of the fishermen, who
also happened to be the dominate the
community. The community could never
benefit from government programmes in
the area because these were specified
for the fishermen communities. The
fishermen, who discriminated and
considered the Irulas much inferior
to them, even resisted CARE India’s
involvement with the community as part
of the Tsunami Relief Programme.
Savitri Amma and another 11 women
were organised into a self help group
of which she is the group leader. The
women began with contributing Rs 50 a
month. Today, the self help group, named
after India’s former Prime Minster, Rajiv
Gandhi has a corpus nearing Rs 100,000,
deposited in a bank.
The women have acquired the strings
of entrepreneurship. They borrowed
Rs150,000 to set up a crab-fattening
business to catch and feed crabs till
they weigh enough to fetch a good price
in the market. An initial amount of Rs
350,000 came from CARE India, of which
Rs 150,000 was a grant from the Asian
Development Bank.

They realise that as a group they have
been able to do much more than they
would be able to do individually. “We get
at least 175 kilos of crab which we sell at
Rs 140 a kilo. During the peak season, we
get up to 450 kg of crabs,” she says. After
the loans are repaid, each member of the
group takes home anything between Rs
1,500 and Rs 3,000. “We are 12 families
living off this. When we began, none of
us knew how to count, leave aside the
value of Rs 500. We now handle our own
money,” she says. Savitri Amma and the
other women of the group have also
realised how their power negotiate has
grown as vendors sometimes provide
them an advance payment, at times as
high as Rs 30,000.
Today, Savitri Amma knows she has a
right to feel respected. As the discussion
veers toward discrimination, or eitratalavu, in Tamil, she says, “We are
illiterate. We did not know anything.
People never bothered to think of us.
We could be summond as, vada-poda,
not a respected way of beckoning. After
all, we have been slaves. Now, we are
respected.”
That has all changed now. “Many people
who did not like to talk to us or treated
us as untouchables now come and sit

with us and share food with us.” Savitri
Amma’s husband, Mani says, “People
would consider us as dogs. They would
not touch us. We were untouchables.
Even tea stalls had a different tumbler
for us.”
It is not difficult to compare the
difference in the lives they lead now
against what they have left behind.
“That life was so dependent on fate. At
times we got something for food. Many
times we would not get anything. Here
the income is assured. We own this
business and we are earning much more
money.”
It is now four years since the enterprise
took off. Before that, the best job they
did was slogging for eight hours in the
backwaters for a kilo of prawns. The
water was saline and they had rashes
all over. Besides, the catch went to the
fishermen as an interest for the money
they had borrowed. “Our lives were in
perennial debt which led to a lifetime of
bonded labour.”
Now, they often eat the fish they catch
to feed the crabs. Sometimes they even
afford the luxury of having a meal of
crabs. This is a huge difference from
where they were four years ago.
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Our Journey So Far
Formed to help survivors of World War II, CARE’s
(The Cooperative for American Remittances
to Europe) efforts crossed over to many
developing countries like India in 1950
Among its first efforts in the country were to
pitch in with food and relief packages when
natural disasters afflicted India one after
another- floods in Kashmir, earthquakes in
Assam and famine in Uttar Pradesh
Responding to the dire need in other social
sectors like agriculture, health, nutrition and
education, CARE began to address them as well

1950’s

1960’s
Efforts were made to mitigate the woes of 90 million
people in eastern India, trapped in the worst drought since
Independence, by providing food packages.
Food assistance was consolidated through 14 State offices in
India. The Madras mid-day meal beneficiaries were 750,000
and steadfast efforts in Karnataka and Madhya Pradesh made
mid-day meals an integral part of primary school education.
A million children were given a glass of milk in Punjab.
Around 96 central kitchens were constructed in Chingelpur
district of Tamil Nadu and 200 in Andhra Pradesh to cook
food for children (so that teachers and principals could be
spared of this task) and a multitude of vans were mobilised
to deliver food to schools.
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1990’s
CARE reoriented its role to align with the nation’s transforming economy
through long ranged, cross-sectoral strategic programmatic interventions.
Several projects were rolled out: India’s Integrated Nutrition and Health
Project (INHP) (to reach out to 8,000,000 mothers and children in 10 of
the poorest states in India through the ICDS); Better Health and Nutrition
Project, Maternal and Infant Survival Project, Child Survival Project, Linkages
for Improved Maternal and Infant Health Project and Anemia Control Project.
The period was focused on nutrition
programmes. A sum of Rs. 8.5 million
was provided for the construction of the
largest food processing complex in Hyderabad
(Andhra Pradesh) and help was extended
to the governments of Punjab, Haryana and
Uttar Pradesh to set up similar units.

1970’s - 80’s
Other initiatives included: indigenisation
of midday meals in Kerala; experimental
kitchens in Andhra Pradesh and Karnataka;
take-home food delivery systems in Madhya
Pradesh (using rural facilities of the health
department); creation of 400 warehouses
for food storage and 5,500 balwadis
(where children could access education and
food); providing wheat as wage for labour in
Sunderbans (West Bengal) and support for the
government’s Integrated Child Development
Services (ICDS) that cohered child development
with health, nutrition and psychological and
cognitive development.

Savings and Loan Associations were set up; as were grain banks, rural women’s
milk cooperatives, micro-finance projects and Small Economic Activities
Development Programmes. The Sustainable Tribal Empowerment Project to
lift 200,000 tribal households out of poverty in four tribal districts of Andhra
Pradesh was started.
The first educational initiative Girls’ Primary Education that supports the
government’s goal of Education For All, was operationalised in 200 villages of
Uttar Pradesh (and in Rajasthan in 1999).
Other initiatives in the state were: Mother’s Groups (to monitor the
educational progress of girls education); small community schools called
Formal Equivalent Centres (where the community provides the land as well
as a semi permanent structure for the school) and residential camps called
Udaan (to bring girls aged 9 to 14 who had never been to school into the
educational fold).
Gradually the education programme expanded its portfolio to include
government formal primary schools, both residential (Kasturba Gandhi Balika
Vidyalaya) and non-residential (to provide technical support by way of teacher
capacity building, onsite support to teachers in the classroom and material
and monitoring support to the education system). The programme currently
(2012) has expanded to several states such as Uttar Pradesh, Odisha, Bihar
and Gujarat reaching more than 880,000 children, both boys and girls, in
about 5,500 schools.
Focus was lent to women’s reproductive health, family planning services,
and in 1999 all health and nutrition interventions were brought under the
purview of a Health, Nutrition and Population Programme. An agricultural
and natural resources unit was set up to bring about sustainable practices
in these areas through a participatory approach. And, in this year a gender
equity programme sought to build gender-just decisions into programmes and
within the institution.
Upholding its commitment to disaster response, a Disaster Management Unit,
was established in 1999, to enable immediate reach to disaster affected
populations. State specific strategies for disaster preparedness were activated
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Even as CARE celebrated 50 years in India, new visions and goals
were adopted for the millennium and strategic plans focused on
effective partnerships where CARE solicited the help of several
hundred partners.
From 2000-2006, the Credit and Savings for Household
Enterprise (CASHE) project was implemented with DFID support to
increase availability of micro finance services to the poor, especially
poor women in Andhra Pradesh, Odisha and West Bengal.
In 2001, the Sustainable Tribal Empowerment Project (STEP)
was begun to improve the quality of life of 2,35,000 poor and
marginalised tribal communities through community empowerment
in four contiguous districts of north coastal Andhra Pradesh.
Following the earthquake that devastated Gujarat, a collaboration
with the Federation of Indian Chamber Commerce and Industry
(FICCI) rehabilitated the affected communities and rebuilt
5,000 houses in 23 villages.

2000’s
During riots in Gujarat, the Gujarat Harmony Project initiated in
June 2002 (that concluded in November 2004) promoted harmony
within the community through life skill education, livelihood
promotion, civil society institutions’ strengthening and networking.
Emergency relief and large scale rehabilitation and livelihood
restoration initiatives were carried out in response to the Super
Cyclone in Odisha resulting in the death of over 10,000 people.
Tsunami victims of December 2004 were helped through a phased
effort to “build back better” that lasted till 2010.
Jammu and Kashmir earthquake (2006) victims were helped
through a partnership with the Indian Army and the District Civil
Administration.
CARE India Solutions for Sustainable Development (CISSD) came
into being in 2008 – the local entity was created to respond to
specific needs of the marginalised and socially excluded populations
using structured and targeted approaches.
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2010’s
In this year, focus geographical areas
(states) were identified for intensive
programming to address underlying
causes of poverty and social exclusion.
The priority states were Chhattisgarh,
Madhya Pradesh, Jharkhand, Bihar, Uttar
Pradesh and Odisha.
CARE in 2008 started functioning as
a Technical Support Unit to assist the
State AIDS Control Societies (SACS)
achieve the goals of National AIDS
Control Programme (NACP III). It became
active in Bihar, Jharkhand, West Bengal
and Odisha.

This year was significant also because
CARE India also became a key partner in
the Enhancing Mobile Population Access
to HIV/AIDS Services Information and
Support (EMPHASIS) along with CARE
Nepal and CARE Bangladesh.

2010 and into the future…
CARE initiated technical assistance support to the Government of
Bihar in 2010 through its Sector Wide Approach to Strengthen
Health in Bihar (SWASTH) project. The intent is to develop a
comprehensive health sector reform, a nutrition policy, and
capacity building of concerned departments.
CARE began individual fundraising within India, reaching out to
25,000+ donors across the country to raise integral funding for
programmes and operations. We have also instigated a Corporate
Fundraising department and are reaching out to the private sector
to build long-term partnerships that will enable us to implement
and sustain our long-term programmes at scale.
An organisational review in 2011 strongly recommended
identification and completion of CARE’s long term programmes to
serve as an anchor and strategic guide to take its work forward.
CARE is currently working towards the development of the strategic
programming plans to be placed at the centre of its organisational
evolution framework. It involves the redesign of: the conceptual
foundation of its long term programmes; their learning and
advocacy agendas and accompanying technical, scaling and
partnership strategies. Future programmes place emphasis on
marginalised women, migrants and urban poor. Focus is also on
shared leadership required across the organisation and leveraging
collective leadership of several organisations to trigger positive
social change.
CARE obtained Foreign Contribution Regulation Act (FCRA)
clearance in 2012, making it a legal entity to receive foreign grants
for programming in India.
With the support of Bill and Melinda Gates Foundation, in 2012,
CARE leads the consortium project ‘Family Health Initiative’ (FHI)
to catalyze a dynamic process of developing, testing, and scalingup innovative solutions that will transform frontline and first
level facility family health services. The purpose is to dramatically
increase coverage and quality of life-saving interventions, and
improve survival and health for women, newborns and children
in Bihar.
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CARE India
CARE has been working in India for over 60
years, focusing on ending poverty through
improvement in the lives and livelihoods
of women from poor and marginalised
communities. We do this through wellplanned and comprehensive programmes
in health, education, livelihoods and
disaster preparedness and response.
We are part of the CARE International
network working in 84 countries for the
empowerment of women and girls.
Why Women & Girls
We choose to focus on women and girls
because our experience shows us that,
when equipped with the proper resources,
they have the power to help whole families
and entire communities escape poverty.
Women are disproportionately affected by
poverty and discrimination; however they
remain a fundamental part of the solution
to overcome poverty.
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