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The fellowship programme in the summer of 2005 was overshadowed by a great sadness as Viji
Srinivasan, who inspired the programme, unexpectedly died in Fune of this year.

This is not the place to write about all the achievements of Viji over a lifetime’s work with poor
women, particularly through Adithi the organisation that she founded However, the women who
came to Leeds from India, would be the first to acknowledge, that without her encouragement and
support, they would never have come to England.

Fundamental to Viji’s way of thinking and to everything she did was a belief in the strength and
capacities of women. She talked directly to women wherever she went, and addressed all the problems
they faced in their lives, from basic livelibood issues to the lack of power in the family, community and
nation at large. She insisted on giving priority to the poorest women — in the context of India this
meant rural women and those from adivasi (indigenous) communities and lower castes — and on
the emphasis being on building their own capacity to change their lives.

This was the spirit which led to the development of the fellowship programme in the UK. All
those involved will greatly miss Viji's contribution and the enthusiasm and humour that she brought
to all our work.



Stitching Stories

Introduction

In 2004 and 2005, a Leeds-based organisation, Homeworkers Worldwide, hosted visits by
young women from South Asia, organised by Adithi, based in Bihar, India. Their visit was
part of a fellowship programme for training young women leaders, particularly those work-
ing with home-based workers, inspired by Viji Srinivasan, the founder of Adithi

In the summer of 2004, three young women spent three months living 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
organisations, Read Foundation based in Tamil Nadu, India, and Homebased Worker
Concern Society, Nepal respectively. In 2005, another 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 organisers and leaders, most of whom come from rural areas
of Bihar or Jharkhand, to have the chance to develop their skills and experience working
and living, if only for a short time, in another country. The fellowship programme was
developed with Homeworkers Worldwide, with whom Viji worked closely. Originally, it
had a number of different elements, including attending a part-time community work
course at the Leeds Metropolitan University; working in the HWW office in Leeds; gain-
ing English language and computer skills and opportunities to visit local places of interest
and meet a variety of people and groups.

This report focuses on one element of the programme which developed in the course of
summer 2004, with the collaboration of Vera Media and other organisations, and became
the main focus of the programme in 2005. This was the handicraft work done by women
who were part of Adithi, particularly two kinds of textile work: sujini, a kind of running
stitch embroidery; and kbarwa, applique work done on silk.

From Bihar to Beeston

Going by firstimpressions, there could hardly be a greater contrast between the area where
the women stayed, an inner-city area of Leeds, known as Beeston, and the rural villages of
Bihar and Jharkhand, home to many of the sujini and khatwa workers, as well as to Nirmala,
Teresa and Purnima.

Bihar and Jharkhand were originally one state in Eastern India, with Jharkhand making
up South Bihar, and later granted the status of an independent state in 2000. On any index
of poverty or inequality comparing the different states of India, they come out worst, or
nearly the worst.

Jharkhand has a large number of adivasi (indigenous) communities, including the
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Santhals, the community to which both "Teresa and Nirmala belong. In general, the whole
of the community is very poor, with many men migrating in search of work. Women do
much of the agricultural work in very harsh conditions, with severe droughts and soil ero-
sion resulting from years of deforestation. When there is simply no alternative, whole
villages migrate to the neighbouring state of West Bengal at the time of the rice planting
and harvests to work as wage labour. Few villages have good roads or electricity, let alone
functioning schools or health centres.

Bihar is a much more fertile state, with plenty of rainfall and good land, although in
many areas floods cause problems for three months of the year. However, there is even
greater inequality in this state, with most poor families being landless. Many women are
sharecroppers, working other people’s land, receiving in return a portion of the crop. As in
Jharkhand, girls and women lead a hard life, with high levels of illiteracy and many crimes
are committed against women, starting with female infanticide and child marriages,
through to other violence against wives, daughters and older women, particularly widows.

Beeston, on the other hand, is an inner-city area in the North of England, consisting
mainly of red-brick housing, built over a hundred years ago for the workforce of the many

Santhal women and children in Jharkhand



