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Stitch ing Sto ries from Bihar to Beeston
Re port on Fel low ship Programme — Sum mer 2004 and 2005

In Mem ory of Viji Srinivasan

The fel low ship programme in the sum mer of 2005 was over shad owed by a great sad ness as Viji
Srinivasan, who in spired the programme, un ex pect edly died in June of this year.
  This is not the place to write about all the achieve ments of Viji over a life time’s work with poor
women, par tic u larly through Adithi the or gani sa tion that she founded How ever, the women who
came to Leeds from In dia, would be the first to ac knowl edge, that with out her en cour age ment and
sup port, they would never have come to England.
  Fun da men tal to Viji’s way of think ing and to ev ery thing she did was a be lief in the strength and
ca pac i ties of women. She talked di rectly to women wher ever she went, and ad dressed all the prob lems
they faced in their lives, from ba sic live li hood is sues to the lack of power in the fam ily, com mu nity and 
na tion at large. She in sisted on giv ing pri or ity to the poor est women — in the con text of In dia this
meant ru ral women and those from adivasi (in dig e nous) com mu ni ties and lower castes — and on
the em pha sis be ing on build ing their own capacity to change their lives.
  This was the spirit which led to the de vel op ment of the fel low ship programme in the UK. All
those in volved will greatly miss Viji’s con tri bu tion and the en thu si asm and hu mour that she brought
to all our work.
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Stitch ing Sto ries

In tro duc tion
In 2004 and 2005, a Leeds-based or gani sa tion, Homeworkers World wide, hosted vis its by
young women from South Asia, or gan ised by Adithi, based in Bihar, In dia. Their visit was
part of a fel low ship programme for train ing young women lead ers, par tic u larly those work -
ing with home-based work ers, in spired by Viji Srinivasan, the founder of Adithi 

In the sum mer of 2004, three young women spent three months liv ing in Beeston,
Leeds: Teresa Hansda, Gowsiga Kandhasamy and Dambar Bishwakarma (known as Niru).
Teresa works for Adithi-Ayodare in Jharkhand while Gowsiga and Niru work with other
or gani sa tions, Read Foun da tion based in Tamil Nadu, In dia, and Homebased Worker
Con cern So ci ety, Ne pal re spec tively. In 2005, an other three women came to Leeds, all of
whom work for Adithi in Bihar or Jharkhand: Purnima Rani, Nirmala Miranda and Manasi
Samaddar. Of these three, Manasi only stayed for a few weeks whereas Purnima and
Nirmala stayed for more than two months.

Viji wanted young women or gan is ers and lead ers, most of whom come from ru ral ar eas
of Bihar or Jharkhand, to have the chance to de velop their skills and ex pe ri ence work ing
and liv ing, if only for a short time, in an other coun try. The fel low ship programme was
 developed with Homeworkers World wide, with whom Viji worked closely. Orig i nally, it
had a num ber of dif fer ent el e ments, in clud ing at tend ing a part-time com mu nity work
course at the Leeds Met ro pol i tan Uni ver sity; work ing in the HWW of fice in Leeds; gain -
ing Eng lish lan guage and com puter skills and op por tu ni ties to visit lo cal places of in ter est
and meet a variety of people and groups.

This re port fo cuses on one el e ment of the programme which de vel oped in the course of
sum mer 2004, with the col lab o ra tion of Vera Me dia and other or gani sa tions, and be came
the main fo cus of the programme in 2005. This was the hand i craft work done by women
who were part of Adithi, par tic u larly two kinds of tex tile work: sujini, a kind of run ning
stitch em broi dery; and khatwa, ap pli que work done on silk.

From Bihar to Beeston
Go ing by first im pres sions, there could hardly be a greater con trast be tween the area where 
the women stayed, an in ner-city area of Leeds, known as Beeston, and the ru ral vil lages of
Bihar and Jharkhand, home to many of the sujini and khatwa work ers, as well as to Nirmala, 
Teresa and Purnima.

Bihar and Jharkhand were orig i nally one state in East ern In dia, with Jharkhand mak ing
up South Bihar, and later granted the sta tus of an in de pend ent state in 2000. On any in dex
of pov erty or in equal ity com par ing the dif fer ent states of In dia, they come out worst, or
nearly the worst.

Jharkhand has a large num ber of adivasi (in dig e nous) com mu ni ties, in clud ing the
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Santhals, the com mu nity to which both Teresa and Nirmala be long. In gen eral, the whole
of the com mu nity is very poor, with many men mi grat ing in search of work. Women do
much of the ag ri cul tural work in very harsh con di tions, with se vere droughts and soil ero -
sion re sult ing from years of de for es ta tion. When there is sim ply no al ter na tive, whole
 villages mi grate to the neigh bour ing state of West Ben gal at the time of the rice plant ing
and har vests to work as wage la bour. Few vil lages have good roads or elec tric ity, let alone
functioning schools or health centres.

Bihar is a much more fer tile state, with plenty of rain fall and good land, al though in
many ar eas floods cause prob lems for three months of the year. How ever, there is even
greater in equal ity in this state, with most poor fam i lies be ing land less. Many women are
share crop pers, work ing other peo ple’s land, re ceiv ing in re turn a por tion of the crop. As in
Jharkhand, girls and women lead a hard life, with high lev els of il lit er acy and many crimes
are com mit ted against women, start ing with fe male in fan ti cide and child mar riages,
through to other vi o lence against wives, daugh ters and older women, particularly widows.

Beeston, on the other hand, is an in ner-city area in the North of Eng land, con sist ing
mainly of red-brick hous ing, built over a hun dred years ago for the workforce of the many
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Santhal women and chil dren in Jharkhand


