Women Masons(book)

Kerala’s progressive profile conflicts sharply with  the contradictions and complexities of its labour sector. Kerala is globally acclaimed for its total literacy, the high literacy rate of its women, their education upto graduation and post graduation and their entry into the professional and white collar sector. There is low  mortality, and infant and maternal mortality rates, high nutrition, almost on par with the First World.

Women in Kerala, are, however, psychologically subjugated and disempowered, never self-assertive or confident. This is most  evident in the farm and construction sector, which is ridden with taboos which restrict women into limited spaces and denies her equal pay for work which is in fact heavier for her. Women are never permitted to wield the plough or sow the seeds. In the construction sector she is never permitted to be a mason, wielding the machete or the thread, just a lowly assistant, carrying  stones or sand or cement. Yet while the male mason earns upto Rs.80-100 a day the woman assistant is paid a measly Rs.35. (in 1989)

It is this construction sector that has undergone a seismic shift, initially in Thrissur district , and later  right across Kerala  due to the intervention of the Socio Economic Unit and its  Director for women’s development, Ms.Thresiamma Mathew.

The Genesis of the Jeevapoorna

 Women Masons’ Society or JEEWOMS

The Socio-Economic Unit (SEU) was launched in 1988 as a result of a bilateral agreement between the Dutch, Danish and Indian  governments, for implementing a water and sanitation project in Kerala. Its emphasis  was on the full participation of people from the stage of planning to monitoring. Water Supply activities were carried out in collaboration with the Kerala Water Authority but the sanitation programme was launched independently. The SEUs have been  involved in the construction of 53,763 household latrines 253 institutional latrines and two pay-and-use latrines with full community  group(ward water committees), local government(panchayat) and user participation.

Women were a constant presence in this construction scenario, assisting skilled male masons in all construction works, especially in the building of the low-cost two-pit latrines. Yet  they continued to be low-paid, earning just one-fourth of the male mason’s pay. This was what made Thresiamma Mathew toy with the idea of initiating them into the masonry sector, imparting skilled masonry training to them. If they carry out the burdensome work why not make them wield the  Kolassery [trowel ]  mand the thread, that  marks the power and the authority of the mason.

And she went ahead with translating the idea into reality. Now, so many years down the line, Thresiamma looks back in amazed wonder. Has she been able to make  such a land-mark  difference in the construction sector? Has it been worthwhile to instill the courage and confidence in a section of women who could not even conceive of the idea of handling the Kolassery?

 A question most of us ask once we reach this age…57. And she feels that she can self-pat. She has transformed the construction scenario across Kerala, not  minimally or peripherally, but significantly. She has been able to  liberate the construction sector from its traditional male stranglehold, facilitating the entry of women by  ridding it of its gender prefix and  wresting  equal pay for equal work for women… apart from injecting more women into the construction sector at higher pay. A social milestone indeed ! The fact that equal pay for equal work is a practical and possible idea has also begun to penetrate into the male-centric Kerala psyche.

I met Thresiamma in the course of my reporting career which among other things also focused on women’s issues and women empowerment. I heard about her contributions to social change and transformation and contacted her. She came as a refreshing surprise: quite unassuming, friendly, an extrovert and simple yet well-groomed. 

Thresiamma Mathew is of a unique genre. She dreamt a different dream. Her dream was not limited to economic empowerment, the core of most women development  programmes. Of course economic empowerment do have a role in empowering women. But social role change for women?  

Thresiamma had joined the SEU ( Socio Economic Unit) in answer to an  advertisement from a Dutch and Danish-supported Water Supply Project in Kerala, to be implemented by the Socio-Economic Units. The advertisement was for the  post of an officer for Health Education - the ideal vehicle for seeding Thresiamma’s innovative ideas. 

The Socio-Economic Unit had its head quarters at Thriuvanathapuram with unit offices at Kollam, Thrissur and Kozhikode. In each unit there was a Head of unit, a community organisor and a health educator and various field and supportive staff.

SEU’s inbuilt socio-economic dimension, extending beyond  just technical support was very seductive for Thresiamma. For, people needed to be taught about conservation and use of water, hygiene and sanitation. “We worked in collaboration with the Kerala Water Authority and functioned as a government programme. The Kerala Water Authority was responsible for the technical aspects of the water supply systems, while we in the SEU educated the people about  water, its availability/scarcity, the need for its purity as well as the principles of sanitation and hygiene”. Water-borne diseases are common but little awareness existed in the lower strata. Sanitation meant latrines in homes below the poverty  line as well as schools, a non-existent concept yet among a people still resorting to open defecation. 

The Socio-Economic Unit began the implementation of the  Dutch-aided scheme through the panchayats.  Actually it was a triangular operation, pooling the efforts and will of  the Panchayat, the householder who is the prime beneficiary and the agency.  In Thrissur alone sixteen panchayats were chosen initially and  another 18 panchayats were to follow later.

The model of the proposed latrine was totally new - the two-pit pour flush latrine, conceived by the United Nations Development Programme (UNDP)  Being a new technology, the people had to be motivated to accept it as the initial response to any modern idea is resistance. The people had to be made aware of its benefits as only an awareness about its need and use will make it acceptable to the householder.

The concept of sanitation with an education dimension was also a novelty for Kerala. It needed to be launched with planning, scrupulous care and proper preparations. And the social awareness needed to be generated  to make the people want to opt for it .  Awareness about the urgency of having a latrine, and the possibility of  influx of diseases if there were no latrines and if the people continued with the practice of open defecation,  had to be dinned in. In Kerala, the Malayalees are highly sophisticated in their personal hygiene, even bathing twice a day but environmental hygiene is an alien concept yet to penetrate their psyche, which is confirmed by the environmental damage perpetrated by them in the increasing plastic and other pollutions, the choked drains, the increasing mosquito menace and the possibility of Malaria et al. The health dimension had to be driven home, a civic sense had to be cultivated and fertilized in the people, the educational inputs had to be injected into their psyches. The Socio-Economic Unit undertook this massive positive brain-washing effort through pamphlets, campaigns, exhibitions et al.

The SEU had to mine the depths to implement the nitty-gritty of the scheme. They set up  seven-member ward  water committees in each panchayat ward, .necessarily including two women each into them, to ensure the involvement  of women. “Had we not insisted on it the women would not have been included”, points out  Thresiamma. A fact, indeed, because though Kerala women are educated and politically conscious, they do not reach any of the top echelons  or get included in policy-making bodies.  

The project conceived  a minimum of 100 latrines in each ward, in identical designs.  The entire work was to be executed by male masons, with the crucial help of women. The mason (Maistry in local parlance)  was  the god of the scene, ensconced on his high perch, leisurely measuring and placing the stones and adding the cement, ordering the women to fetch and carry .It is this stereotyping  that Thresiamma sought to be erased.. “Women can mix cement, sand and water into mortar but putting mortar on stone is not a woman’s work. But it is the architect, the structural engineer, and masons who celebrate the triumph when a building is completed while the women helpers who toiled do not figure anywhere…not even in wages. She figures as much as the inanimate scaffolding that masons stand on and work”, says Thresiamma. How true!

Women constructing latrine -- Photo

The fact that  the design of the latrines was very simple and quite identical and easy to master, instilled the idea that the women could handle it.  “Men made one latrine a day with a woman’s help, earning Rs.350 for it while giving the women Rs.35 as her dues or Rs.50 the maximum. As this hard reality sank into me, I asked the women, why don’t you do the job and earn their pay?” She remembers that she was met with incredulity and disbelief. “But we do not have the skill the men has to become a maistry”, they pointed out. “Then why don’t you master the skill” I asked them. They behaved as if I had said something outrageous. “ Do you know how they reacted? By saying Ayyo, Ayyo.. “Women doing a male maistry’s job”, they laughed in ridicule.  “Why not”, I asked them.  “No job is strictly male or female. Why don’t you women undertake to do the male job?”

It was easy to make a suggestion but an uphill task to break traditional taboos and persuade the women to attempt something so untraditional, execute a concept so socially alien. Their reactions reflected not only their inbuilt social prejudices but also their fear of social reaction if they donned the male mantle.

Finally she began to get positive vibes. Some unmarried girls among her workers offered to undertake the task, agreed to undertake  the taboo-breaking experiment. “ I approached a good-hearted maistry and requested him to teach my girls. He laughed at the prospect initially but finally agreed.  He taught them to construct latrines, baring for them all the supposedly intricate mysteries  of a mason’s skill  and guided them at every step. Simultaneously I gave the needed social orientation, both for the women and the householder. For, it is the householder who has to accept the women masons, believe in their work, and employ them. The first and most essential thing was public acceptability and participation”, Thresiamma stressed.

(This photo may be replaced  by trainees at work

Women Mason Trainees from the first group.- Photo.*********)

Actually public participation was the leitmotif of the entire Dutch-aided programme. The  construction of toilets for the below  poverty line households through the Royal Netherlands Embassy’s Water and Sanitation project in Kerala, was an opening that the SEU especially Thresiamma  grabbed to train women helpers who are already in the construction sector to step into the shoes of the mason.

The SEU actually has played a very crucial role in the field of sanitation. Earlier the government had provided  money to the house owner to build latrines. They accepted the money but many could never complete the latrines, unnecessarily contracting a debt, even as they continued their unhygienic practices. Here SEU insisted that they participate in building the latrine. “We told them it was their latrine, instilling in them a sense of ownership and owner’s pride. The sense of ownership was an inspiration for them  to ensure that the construction is completed. We also gave them orientation classes and then selected the maistries for construction of the latrine”.

The aspiring women masons also had to be taught about the importance of these latrines, that just because  they were meant  for the poor  they should not build them tardily or haphazardly, without ensuring quality. We insisted that they do their work with commitment, and not to get irritated with the concern sometimes expressed by an over-involved householder. We told  all the masons not to boss the owner, to be sensitive to the facet of human relations  in the concept. We also requested the house-owner not to interfere unnecessarily and raise hackles but to cooperate with the masons as the entire concept was participatory and they were the ultimate beneficiaries and owners. 

This was the genesis of the Jeevapoorna Women Masons Society, which trains and equips women to become masons and build not only latrines but even houses. Not only for and by the Panchayats but even for private individuals. A testimony not only to their acceptability but also to their craft.  “Of  course, if not for the ready support from the  then Socio Economic Advisor of SEU, Mrs.Cathaleen Shordt, this trianing  would not have materialised”.  Recalls Thresiamma.  “During the year of struggles that followed, the WID sector of Dutch Embassy had been of tremendous support to Jeevapoorna.  We cannot but remember  Ms.Riet Thurksma who gave us such moral and financial backup  and encouragement.  She has instilled hope in us to thrust forward and dream wild.”  There was appreciation and gratitude in Thressiamma’s  voice.

Photo ----Thresiamma Mathew –Inspiration behind “ Jeevapoorna”
As soon as the first batch of women masons made their successful entry into  latrine construction, sending out shock - waves in the district and state, other units of SEU also started to experiment it in their districts. Kochurani Mathew, Health Educator, of SEU South ( Kollam) got some women together and initiated them to do part works like slab casting, ring casting etc. Later in 1992 a full batch of 20 women were trained by the master women masons of Thrissur Mrs.Many V.R. and Gomathy. 

 Of course the time was opportune to induct women into masonry. It was difficult to get good male masons in such large numbers because they were gravitating to the Gulf for better pay. The construction sector was booming and masons were in short supply then. Women, then stranded as unskilled labourers, facing daunting socio-economic problems and domestic hardships, were ready for a change for the better. Especially because of the  sociological stigmas courted by these women in society even while working as a helper to a male mason. They had to endure abuses, bordering on sexual abuse and obscene orders from their male superiors in public. They also courted a low social image. It was a scenario that cried out for change. And this idea emerged as an ideal and positive alternative out of the quagmire of misery and deprivation. 

Jeevapoorna Women Mason Training Center at Trissur photo****

 (The photo inserted presently has to be change)

The Jeevapoorna masons  recall  every facet of their  phenomenal turnaround, the pioneering attempt to gatecrash into the male stranglehold.. The sense of awe, the disbelief, the sense of ridicule, the waning confidence in the women, their stoic attempt to continue and their arrival. It was an uphill  task for Thresiamma and her team, persuading them and sustaining their willingness and interest. She desperately wanted the women to get the male wages so that they could be unshackled from their economic slavery and gain labour equality . She wanted them to do it with pride and commitment, not half-heartedly or hesitantly. Which was bad in a construction work which was to be permanent.

LEARNING FROM FAILURES. [SUB TITLE]

The initial phalange comprised just  12 women, most of them young and unmarried, with just three married women among them. They came in skirt and blouse, ready to conquer  the male bastion, with  disbelief etched  on their bewildered faces.  There was suppressed smiles, giggles, and hand-over-mouth laughter., all overlaying the sense of anxiety, foreboding and the  strain of a dare. “I saw the master mason explaining the intricacies of the craft to them and even his face was wreathed in a tolerant smile. As the lesson proceeded the girls became serious, involved, eager to learn and master the craft which was so long shuttered to them. I arranged draftsmen who could explain the technology and the girls learnt to mark the foundation, mix the cement, take the measurements. By this time I could see their concentrated focus. They learnt to cut stones, which was a heavy work as they had to wield the hammer , but  even this they did with joy. They learnt to adjust the level of the construction with the so far mysterious pendulam, considered a very skilled, exclusively  male expertise. 

“I was initially sceptic about the women’s capability to work as masons. I was soon divested of my superstitions, says K.S.Unnikalan, senior technical assistant of SEU. “I give them not only technical guidance but also theoretical and practical training,” Unnikalan, a Civil Engineering graduate says. 

Story of T.G.Omana – The President of JEEWOMS

“The Jeevapoorna women mason’s society or the  JEEWOMS is headed by a woman, T.G.Omana.  Jeeva Poorna means fulfillment of life. “Every woman, like every man is born with infinite potential. But in a male-dominated society women’s labour is invisible and their potential somnolent particularly in the lower strata of society. In a scenario where equality of opportunity is still very much a myth ,women’s proverbial patience and perseverance are “USED” by men and the result is the chasm between the genders. This is unjust and anachronistic in the new millennium where distances are instantly bridged”,Thresiamma points out.

Omana is candid about her background. She comes  from a very poor household, with an alcoholic husband and having three children. He was an emotional and economic burden, giving the family no monetary support and harassing them and interfering with the studies of the children. One day he chucked them all out of the house and promptly committed suicide. Omana was left with no option but find a job to support her children. When she started going to the workplace with the so-called friends of her husband who were all in the construction field she found herself the target of both physical and sexual abuse by her male superiors. “That was when I decided to come to  JEEWOMS”,says Omana.

T.G. Omana President, JEEWOMS****

The training transformed Omana. Her inhibitions dissolved, her  inherent capabilities and talents bloomed. She mastered the mason’s art quite fast and emerged to become a leader, discharging her duties and functions like any efficient leader. “She is always in the front row while leading battles against social injustices found widely in society and against which JEEWOMS wage an ongoing war”,explains Thresiamma.

Geetha Became a Mason 

 Says Geetha C.R., 43, now into the mason’s mantle for the last 12 years. “I was working as a Peerless Insurance saleswoman. I did not find it profitable. The work was also exacting, traveling from house to house to induce interest in the people who were almost always reluctant to join it.  So I abandoned it and began to do a prawn business, which also turned out to be a loss.  Then I met an anganwadi teacher who told me about the possibility of a job in the construction sector.”

Geetha has studied upto the 10th class.   “I decided to go for the interview.  I had not expected to be taken because I have no previous experience in the construction sector, as many women have. I was monetarily quite well off until my husband, who was employed in the Gulf returned home, without a job. We found our monetary position fragile. He started a stationary shop but it collapsed.”

That was how Geetha decided to enter the unfamiliar construction sector. “I come from an economically affluent class, with a brother in the Gulf. I have my parents, brothers and sisters who are well-off and well-married. They felt bad about my decision but I told them that I am going to do an honest work, not steal. My husband also felt bad initially but he agreed to let me work.”  She has been with the JEEWOMS for the last 12 years, graduating to the level of becoming Secretary of the Society.  

The motto of the Society which is “All for one and one for all”, it inspired me and instilled confidence and mental courage in me”

All the women masons are prolific in their praise for  Thresiamma, hailing her contributions in their personal development. “She made us what we are. But for her what would I have been?  Now I go to offices, interact with the higher-ups, attend classes and seminars. If I had remained home I would not have become anything”,Geetha says with the pride of her profession.

Two years ago she lost her husband and it was the involvement with her work and the money it earned that sustained her emotionally and economically. When he died I almost gave up the work, thinking that I would stay at home now. But Madam urged me to come back to work. There were many people who criticized me for returning to work even before 41 days elapsed after the death of my husband. But I ignored it as we needed money to survive.”

Geetha has a son and a daughter. The daughter is in the 10th standard.  Do they feel ashamed that their mother is a maistry in the construction sector, especially when they hail from a rich background, with all their cousins in affluent circumstances? “ No, they are not ashamed of me and they say openly that their mother is a mason”,Geetha says proudly. As proof she says that her daughter even carries the school books in a bag with JEEWOMS printed on it…a gift from JEEWOMS to members. “All her classmates know that I am a mason and she is very proud of my work”.

C.R.Geetha ,Secretary JEEWOMS****

 Geetha has to catch two buses every day to reach her work place, getting up at four am to complete her house work, like preparing the food for the children, “My husband used to help me a lot when he was alive.  I don’t want my children to struggle and suffer at this age. Both my children, Sreekanth and Sreeja are so proud of me, telling everyone that I am a mason. I never dwell in the past, my rich background, what life would have been but for…I know that all my siblings are in very good position and sometimes I drift into a mood of sadness. But that is temporary and I have become quite adjusted and thankful that I have what I have…the skill that can match that of a man.”

Constructing a latrine has complexities which  can limit a woman’s choices. Like making a junction box, a skill which most women find difficult to master. But the women inspired by Thresiamma even managed to master this, of course with the help of the male masons who stood beside the pit and guided them. Also once inside the pit, the women found it difficult to get out of it. They have managed to master this as well.

While building latrines, the women have to have a fair knowledge of hygiene, the purpose of the latrines etc. This knowledge and awareness was also imparted to the women before they ventured out to the male arena.

Another difficult task encountered by the women masons was the fixing of the heavy closet and adding the final finishing touches. Construction of the superstructure is another test of their endurance, finesse, and skilled ability but they mastered the art of making steel frames for the slabs to build the roof.

Masonry is a totally new field for women who do not have the haziest idea on how to go about it, though they have been seeing it for aeons, and observing it while they work as helpers, carrying and delivering the loads of stones and cement and sand. But wielding the various tools is a mystery to the women  as also the arithmetic involved in placing stones after measurement and leveling. All observed, of course, but not inhered as they felt that it did not matter to them., relegating them into the so-called  male bastion. Most women have  mental blocks against the mastery of these finer points, with traditionally entrenched  prejudices against women taking an exclusively male role. The women had to fight a psychological battle within themselves to execute their decision to don the mason’s mantle and wield the hammer and handle the pendulam.

“We have constructed around 15000 latrines all over Thrissur  district mainly under the Dutch assisted Sanitation programme. In the same way our groups in Kollam, Alappuzha, Kottayam, Thiruvanathapuram and  Malappuram districts have been able to complete more than 10000 latrines. Later, in 1996  we entered the housing filed and trained ourselves to construct low cost houses. Our first assignment in house construction was in Vainthala, for a charitable scheme offered to the poor by the CMC convent. 12 houses were thus successfully completed. This was followed by the housing projects of the panchayats under the peoples planning campaign. We can proudly say that we have built over 250 houses in Kaipamangalam , 25 houses in Cherpu  and 17 in Kolazhy panchayats. We have fabricated  concrete hollow bricks, door- window frames, ferrocement slabs and jallies for these houses. Our group in Alappuzha  have undertaken work in Mararikulam panchayat. When we went to Mararikulam the male mastries laughed at us but their laughter ceased when they saw the work we turned out. They then said that we would rival them in expertise.  We did harbour some doubts about our capability in the face of this ridicule but .our determination did not waver and we went ahead, brainwashing ourselves into believing that we can indeed do this. And we did. Women have mastered the craft and techniques of the male masons, and demonstrated that women masons are as good as men” Geetha waxes eloquent.

Mararikulam only confirmed the inbuilt social prejudices that exist in society. A woman ploughing a field can send shockwaves through society, as much as it shocks the Gods when naked women plough the field in Rajasthan in the belief that the Gods would be propitiated enough to bless the land with rains. (Or too shocked to hasten to sanction the shower?).

The women who come to work as masons are looked askance at by the society who think women masons cannot be good or efficient or even correct and that shoddy constructions can damage their structure. It is this mindset that Thresiamma and her female brigade had to contend with and fight and demolish, to gain a foothold in the exclusively male-dominated sector.

Usha’s Experience

 Says Usha, 39.  “I have studied upto my graduation but failed to clear my BA. Then I went to learn chain survey but I could not get any job anywhere. I became so desperate that I was in the mood to try my hand at anything, willing to take any job that came my way.  I heard that the panchayat was recruiting women as masons and I decided to apply.  I was selected and joined the training.  The training was for three months during which I learnt to drive in  the sticks that mark the foundation, to build the foundation, to construct the walls, etc.  Then I went into the field, learning to do the concrete terraces,  making cement door frames and window frames,  concrete slabs and  bricks. In fact everything related to the construction sector.”

Usha is married and having a son and a daughter. Does her husband  mind his wife donning the mantle of the mason? “Of course not. I was actually afraid that he would object but he did not. I had thought being a mason is an exclusively male profession but now I know better.  I have even built with granite, a hard job for a woman mason. Now I have sufficient practice to build with bricks or granite, I can perform any task that is performed by a male mason.  I also undertake piece work, like fabricating door frames etc”. 

Usha hails from a middle class family and admits that initially she did encounter social ridicule from men and neighbours in general. They used to ask me how much money I make. I ignored the contempt. The JEEWOMS unit work center is close to my house and hence I find it easy to come and go,” Usha feels that the attitude to women masons is changing in society in general. “I am determined to continue to work as a mason as I enjoy it.  Actually I had registered my name in the Employment Exchange of Kerala for a job but now I will not take up any other job, even if it is offered to me through the Employment Exchange. And my husband agrees with me. He knows me very well and there is no misunderstanding on his part about me or my work.”  

How much does she earn a day now? “If I do a full day’s work I earn upto Rs.150 a day.” 

None of the women masons wear the typical sari to work any more. They are all clad in the Churidar Kameez, the North Indian dress which has become the attire of the young Malayali girl. Even the women masons in their forties uninhibitedly wear the Churidar Kameez unselfconsciously. “It is so much more convenient than the dhothi or the saree”, they point out unanimously. 

The women have attained a comfort level in their work zone now. “The male masons are also understanding and helpful and cooperative now.  Now we are getting orders to build houses for the Panchayat, and not only latrines but other constructions as well. It has become very easy and natural for us to accept an order and execute it”, Usha says.

Usha comes from Kattoor, changing two buses at times to reach her work spot. “I get up at five in the morning, does all the domestic work and keep everything ready for the children and then come to work. I reach back by 5.30- 6. pm, quite late. The children return alone and stay waiting for me. My husband works in Chalakudy and he comes home once a  week. He and my son, who is   in the fourth standard are quite proud of me.”

The  Jeevapoorna Women  Masons Society  was registered under the Central Act in 1995. “And let me tell you, right from its onset the Society has been working towards the goal of women’s rights, equality and self-reliance of women, especially in the lower echelons of society.”, Thresiamma says with pride

.

Women Masons at Work Site- Latrine Construction - Photo

Now JEEWOMS has  around 1200 female masons  and other female workers in the construction sector, doing various jobs ranging from hand bricks to hollow bricks, to door frames and window frames. Like Sumathy, 32,  who has been in the construction field only for the last three years. “I have completed my SSLC and I tried to get some job to sustain myself and my family. All I could get was the job as a shop assistant. My husband is a manual labourer and we have a son. One of my sons died at the age of 10. We found it difficult to subsist on what we were earning and hence I decided to apply for a job here. I have been taken and given training in fabricating hollow bricks. I come from my home, which is not very far. It is mostly piece work and I make around Rs.80 a day, depending on the availability  of electric power needed in the manufacture of hollow bricks. In the beginning I found it not only unfamiliar but also difficult but now I have mastered it and I find it easy.  People do not look askance at me or any of our colleagues any more because the Socio-Economic Unit is very well known and has acquired  legitimacy and a respected image in society”, she explains with noticeable pride. 

 In the past neighbours said it was inappropriate for a woman to do such work in the construction sector, says Sumathy but even that opinion has changed. Of course the fact that the works are executed mostly for the panchayats is also imparting its own legitimacy and respectability according to Sumathy. For Panchayats, especially after the decentralization of power and the three-tier system has acquired power and more people’s representation. The Panchayats also have 33 per cent of women as members. Its powers and influence is far-reaching and pervades each panchayat. If the JEEWOMS has been accepted and women masons are chosen by the Panchayat to execute such  works, it does receive natural legitimacy, and imparts it to the  women involved in the execution of such work  It is but natural that society looks upto the women masons to do the work entrusted to them efficiently and with perfection.

Sumathy also comes to work after finishing all her domestic chores. Her husband helps her but he also has to leave home for work quite early.  “I did not find the training given to me taxing or at all difficult. All of us are women and it gives its own comfort level”, Sumathy smiles.

It was fortuitous for Thresiamma, that the Panchayat members who were mostly men  came to champion the cause of these women masons. They explained to house-owners about the expertise the women have acquired, that they have been properly trained by the male masons and that there were no risks in accepting them as masons and allowing them to execute the work. Which finally penetrated the panchayat psyche and  the  women masons began to be accepted for the construction of latrines. And  slowly in the construction sector itself which includes building houses, and erecting other constructions for the Panchayat as well as some members.

Smt.Visalakshy Teacher, Thrissur Dt.Panchayat President Reveals her Experience

( Change  the present position of the subtitle to here)

Says Visalakshi Teacher, a woman activist  who heads the District Panchayat of Thrissur, an ardent pro-woman panchayat head. “The Panchayat has  a woman component and I decidced to encourage the JEEWOMS.  It is a new venture for women, to end the male monopoly in the construction sector. Traditionally the masons got their training accompanying a father or a relative in the trade. It is traditional expertise. What these women have acquired is professional and scientific training and hence it is superior skill.These JEEWOMS masons are on par with male masons or better”

Smt.Visalakshy Teacher,Dt Panchayat President Trissur, with the Women masons - photo

Visalakshi teacher admits that there was doubt about their ability in the beginning. “We gave them 13 small houses with an area of 240 sq.feet each to construct. And the women did a splendid job, even fabricating the roofs using iron rods. There were no complaints from users”,says Vice-president Sreekumar

“The Panchayat decided to use the women for such projects as it will give more jobs for them and improve their social status. We are ready to give them bigger buildings if they offer to tender them”,Visalakshi says., adding that of the 92 panchayats in the district women masons are used at least in a quarter of them. “They ensure quality of work, they show absolute sincerity”,she affirms.

Even as JEEWOMS   triumphed in dissolving an existing  social taboo to  break into the male bastion of the construction sector 

Learning from experience: 

( change the present title)

Many of the women in the first batch whom she had assiduously picked and trained decided to get married and leave, which taught Thresiamma a bitter lesson.  “It was a learning experience for me. I decided that it was better to train married, deserted or single mothers from the poor strata to whom a job and an income was absolutely essential, than to train the unmarried women who are more focused on marriage than their profession.”.

 Indeed, women in Kerala are single-minded in their obsession with marriage, willing to sacrifice anything to tie the knot with a man, be he alcoholic or impoverished or jobless. Their social identity depends on their married status and unmarried women are not only the objects of pity but also targets of male lust and victims of scandals. Hence women focus on getting married. And they spend all their earnings to pay a dowry and get married in style, only to shed tears of agony despair or rejection later like Omana. And despite the higher income, women masons may not be all that acceptable in the marriage market, being trail-blazers and tradition-blasters, likely to instill an inferiority complex in her spouse. 

Hence the decision to go for the married women. And slowly Thresiamma groomed the present phalanx  of women masons. She picked women below the age of 45, who are either married or deserted wives, or single mothers who needed the money to feed themselves and their family and who realized the responsibility and the sanctity of the jobs they have got and treated it with respect and performed it with commitment. Also women who displayed a panache for administration and supervision.

Since its inception in 1989, 1200 women have been trained as masons and allied works. The categories and the field of construction where these women had their training differs from person to person. “I preferred to chose women from poor families between the age of 20-45. Most of these women come from pathetic background, hail from the lower caste and category of society. Most of them are even illiterate. Preference was given to widows, deserted women and single parent.  I also opted for  women who had experience as helpers to male masons, as they were familiar with the construction scenario and were easier to train. Many such women were fed up with the abusive language of their male masons and the physical and sexual exploitation by the male supervisors. They were viewed as cheap commodities.Not any more.  Women from Scheduled Caste and Scheduled Tribes and the fisher communities were also given preference. If women had children, they had to be above three years”. Why this age specification? “Because they should not be nursing mothers”, Thresiamma clarifies.

 The applicants were generally selected through the panchayats and the Municipalities. The second batch comprised 14 women. Ever keen to motivate the female recruits the panchayats entered into a contract with JEEWOMS  to ensure follow up and work assignments for those from their respective panchayats. Each applicant was given a week’s exposure to help identify the ones with an inherent  skill or the unskilled ones so that they could be more intensely trained in overcoming their deficiencies. The training included masonry, manufacture of pre-fabricated items like door frame, window frames, hollow bricks, carpentry and plumbing…all fields hitherto dominated exclusively by the male of the species. Thresiamma went on to recruit a  third batch of 17 women. “These 31 women are still working with me here as masons”,Thresiamma clarified.

The Training

( Change)

Training programme in masonary - photo

JEEWOMS  was crafted with the sole aim of transforming unskilled women into skilled women masons. Training in masonry spanned 60 days while for all others the needed days varied from 20 to 30 days. They were taught theory for one hour and then training to mark the space where the construction was to come up. Various plans were given to perfect this training. They were also  taught to build walls using hollow bricks.  As also walls using country bricks. Plastering, flooring, adding  finishing touches, concreting, roof work, concrete filler slabs, lintel-fabrication, beem making..all the paraphernalia in the mason’s  repertoire  were also taught to them in subsequent days. On the 30th day the skill they had acquired was evaluated. For the next 30 days they gained experience by working with skilled male masons. Their expertise was evaluated yet again on the 60th day after which they were distributed certificates of eligibility to work as masons, a certificate they consider priceless and precious.

Social Training to Women Masons

( Change the position of the present heading)

Apart from this the women were also given compulsory social training, to develop their personalities, by imparting  social awareness to them in a bid to boost their self-confidence as also literacy, where necessary. “Development means progress for all sectors. But so far women-oriented programmes concentrated on welfare measures. It is here that the SEU differed. We tried to liberate the women from their traditional roles, the socially-inherited male-centric concepts, to become skilled maistries.”, Thresiamma explains. The women who came for training were nursing  a lot of apprehensions  which had to be demolished through awareness and training. Especially awareness.  They were worried about whether  they would be sabotaging the existing  work culture, whether they will  be accepted by society. Also what  the future holds for them, whether the male-centric community of masons would ever forgive them to accept and cooperate with them. For, life is built on cooperation and harmonious coexistence.All these apprehensions were laid to rest through this training which lasted for five days. “We aimed to give them personality development, mental courage, organizational ability, the need to work as a team, the ability to know oneself, the ability to accept others and nurture unity in work. It is what equipped these people who come from different  backgrounds and set-ups to become a single entity. We taught them that “one is for all and all for one”. Which remains the motto of JEEWOMS.

They were taught about the general vision and the objective of JEEWOMS. Which included mutual recognition, identifying one’s own ability and the ability to face an audience. Utter strangers were taught to know each other, learning about family background, work, ability etc during the training. After which  she has to introduce this individual to the group in her own style.  This demolished inhibitions in them. There were classes to foster a sense of responsibility, ensuring the participation of all. There was a moderator to control the programmes  and a reporter to record each day’s achievements, and an evaluator to subjectively analyse the work. The roles were interchanged each day, to ensure that all acquire the skills and values and knowledge equally. As the women went through their paces they acquired a euphoria, a confidence and an assurance that seeped into their inner selves, their work.

Social Training To Women Masons - Photo

A fact that is endorsed by all the women I talked to.  Says Geetha “It is the one for all and all for one, if we are one we are all, otherwise we are none concept that stiffens our backbone, gives us the confidence to undertake responsibility, go to offices to negotiate deals, buy materials like cement or sand, even bargaining to get the price reduced…all skills we would never have acquired if we had not undergone the training given by Thresiamma madam and her colleagues. Our unity gives us inner confidence. My view is shared by all my colleagues like T.G.Omana, Mani V.R., Mani M.V and Mani P.P. (She smiles adding that since there are so many Manies they are identified through initials)  Omana, K.R.,Kochumol,Thankamma, Gomathy and others”

The changing role of women in construction work

Even Kochumol, now 46. Basically a mason’s helper.  Kochumol came in to get training for the extra money she would earn as a mason instead of as a helper. “My husband is a labourer and I have three children…two sons and a daughter. Just one man’s wages as a manual labourer could not sustain our household.  I even used to go to cook in neighbouring houses at night when there is a function like marriage or engagement etc because that would give me extra money. I do that work even now, though I still work in the construction sector.”

Kochumol says that work as a maistry is far more easier and lighter than that of a mason, “I used to carry stones, cement,and lime for the masons. Now I have learnt to construct foundations, to construct walls. I went to Talikulam panchayat to construct latrines. I have also constructed two-bedroom houses along with my colleagues. We even do the concreting of the roofs”,Kochumol says, still enthralled that she had mastered this technique. “ We not only construct the terrace but we finish even the cementing of it. Lots of women asked me why I went into this sector. I had begun learning and practicing through building bricks, then doors, then windows.  I also went along with the maistry. Now I know how to construct the wall, how to bind the iron rods for concreting…everything. All my women colleagues are with me and so I have courage to handle it. I make Rs.150 a day”, she states, still almost in disbelief.

Kochumol’s eldest daughter is studying for her B.Ed, after graduation, so that she could become a teacher. Is the daughter ashamed that hermother is a mason? “No, my daughter tells everyone that I am a mason, that she works as a mason so that she could educate us. My daughter is 22 now and after her B.Ed I want her to get her married”.  Kochumol still goes moonlighting to cook Biriyani, fried rice, deserts and all the usual paraphernalia that is required for a celebration. “I can cook for a 100-member function. “,she says. How did she learn this? I  am  self-taught . Cooking brings more money than other such jobs. And my culinary preparations are well-appreciated. I have received no complainsts from any one so far”.

But Kochumol revels in the fact that she goes to other places with her colleagues for construction work.” I went to Cherpu and built houses there. We went as a group. Everyone said our work was better than that of men”. Then Kochumol said a cardinal truth. “We know that we as women would automatically invite criticism and that we cannot afford to be shabby in our work. So we in fact give more concentration to our work, to make it as perfect as possible”. The fact that women do not stray away from work to have a smoke or drink a tea is also a factor to their advantage, because people notice that women do spend more time than men on their work.

This fact is endorsed by  N.A.Sabu President of Kolazhi panchayat. “We gave them 17 houses  to build, apart from two-pit latrines. These houses were built at a cost of Rs.35,000 and it was made possible only because the JEEWOMS masons built it. Had it been entrusted to male masons it would have cost us Rs.60,000 each. “,he says. That the work is taken by these women masons also eliminates corruption as they do not form part of the corrupt squad. “At the panchayat we have not only decentralized power but also corruption, and everyone who has any role demands a cut. These women don’t.”.He testifies that their work is perfect, that they come at 8 am and work till evening while the male masons come at 8 am and goes for tea break, lunch break etc.In the beginning when I decided to entrust the women masons the Kolazhy Housing programme some of my colleagues protested it saying that how can be women become good masons and who will be responsible for the consequences if the things go wrong..But I had already enquired about this women masons and I got a good impression and then only I made a decesion  Now we are confident enough to entrust JEEWOMS any kind of construction works and the panchayat committee,including the opposition members appreciated the work of the women masons.  

When the JEEWOMS craft a success story in one Panchayat other panchayats come to seek their skill. “Lots of panchayat members came from other panchayats to verify their skill”,admits Sabu.

Through this programme Thresiamma also tried to explore  the factors that actually motivated  these women to opt for this work,  the depth of their commitment, the possibility of their continuance in the field and then  to expand and promote that possibility.. During their training they were given a card each, to record their aspirations and compulsions in their lives  which were then pasted on the board. Discussions followed to formulate a clear vision about their future. Quite a curriculum, indeed.

The need for social training was dinned into them and  discussions which followed clarified and crystallized realities and possibilities and prospects. All this served to melt their inhibitions, the ice, if any, among  the trainee-women  and promote their capacity   to assimilate lessons and instructions.  They were made to stand in a circle and spell out a message to the class..like equality is beauty or clealiness is happiness is neatness, each one according to her experience or knowledge or vision. That they themselves coined. Such phrases tended to inspire them and the class.

Personality Development through Social Training

Another knowledge Thresiamma and her team imparted was an awareness about the social concept of the social status of both man and woman  and the reasons for the same.  In Kerala, at least certain jobs did have gender. No woman ploughed a field, climbed a coconut tree worked as a mason or carpenter. This was sacred tradition and no woman till now dared to break this social Lakshman Rekha. Man did not have such taboos. The woman may be the cook in the house and no man may try to help his wife in the kitchen, let alone cook a meal or make a coffee for himself. But the Chefs in star hotels were all men. It is a field totally restricted and dominated by men, until very recently when some women have begun to don the Chef cap. Their vision , not only of development, but the  development of a pro-women vision, needed to be germinated and nurtured .The  interest to sustain  the skill they acquired was also sought to be promoted at these classes. Even as their mental tension in stepping over the social Lakshman Rekha was eased,  they were imparted  the expertise to know and acknowledge others.  They learnt why women were barred  from certain arenas, the absence of a development module for women, and the inbuilt compulsions that guided this. Along with the existing demarcation between various jobs and the hidden social agenda . They also learnt to identify and understand the existing classification of male and female jobs.

Another concept was the “Cony” exercise, (ladder exercise) the skill to discover one’s own attitude to change and equipping them for change. In the ensuing discussion the resistance to change could be gauged and analysed  along with the acceptance  that change is indeed possible.

Another lesson  was a “face-to-face”,  to discover one another’s perceptions about  each other. A microlab served to  heal yesterday’s wounds, if any,  and to get release from bonds. Role plays were included to facilitate unity, breed creativity  of ideas, and skill in handling and introducing programmes etc.  The women learnt about equality of the sexes. Knowledge about and health  was an essential part of their development .As also the need to know about the dual responsibility that rests  on the shoulders of women and the need for mutual participation. Traditionally even when they carried out a male job, they were not freed from their basic role as a home-maker, as the women masons narrated in their interviews. thus exposing the  dual responsibilities  vested on them. Case studies were made to examine  women’s outlook, empowerment, and the existing mental blocks to it. Health education  included sanitation habits, awareness about water-borne diseases, creation of  awareness, the use of two-pit latrines, and various points to be observed through the whole process Even  mind management to identify the quality of each individual was part of their training. Quite an expansive canvass. 

Reading of holy book and newspaper was integral to the training process and the participants were compelled to hold discussions with  each other on the different facets of women’s interests and to self-evaluate. Quite a tall order for the humble masons, but that was how Thresiamma conceived it.

“It is indeed a matter of pride for us at JEEWOMS that the same women who were compelled to contend themselves with a wage of Rs.35 or 40 a day are now earning up to Rs.200 or above after their training and practical sessions. These women, hailing from the lowest social category and castes, living in pathetic contexts, illiterate and totally ignorant about their own rights or how the mainstream actually lived, were transformed.  The impact of this training on these women was miraculous. They emerged not only confident but also courageous enough to combat the realities of life and triumph over them.”,Thresiamma claimed.

Says Sudha, Training co-ordinator of JEEWOMS who has an MA in sociology. “They are given social training for five days before they start their professional  lessons. When they interact, exchange information  confidence and intimacy emerges, which jells them as one. Now they even stand up for each other. One of the women masons had an alcoholic husband who used to ill  treat her. When she confessed it one day the women ganged up together and threatened the husband that they would go to the police against him. It changed him”,.

The women received one month’s internship, absorbing  technical and social education. They were taught initially to construct without cement, to familiarize them with the skill of construction. “I did not allow them to be on their own initially. They were sent to work along with male masons, so that they learnt the craft and gained confidence.  It is after that - they learnt to build on their own.” Even then Thresiamma sent two women with one male mason. What really helped in making this apparently impossible social transformation was the pro-women- masons campaign unleashed by the benevolent panchayats. The panchayat members are elected by people like them and their words did carry social weight and convincibility.

Even at this stage the women were not free from male victimization. Many male masons tried to discourage them, resenting their growing expertise. “Some of them even demolished what we built, just to deprive us of credibility and destroy the confidence of the public  in us, so that we would be rejected outright by future home builders”, Omana, one of  star masons recalled. 

An aside about Omana -  Omana suffered from a speech impediment but after her training and socialization she has been able to manage this, possibly because the adrenalin generated by a novel concept dissolved the speech impediment.

Gradually the women gained acceptance. Initially the people who engaged them to build were scared that the houses would collapse but in time they realized that the female skill matched, if not bettered the male expertise, that they were less arrogant and more sincere and committed, that they had more focus and did not waste time smoking beedies or drinking tea, or chatting. Though women were considered as chatter boxes, these women masons were careful to concentrate on their work.

Bitter Experiences

One factor did discourage the JEEWOMS. The fact that the Government did not step in to encourage their entry or utilize their skill. “Government has lot of construction works but they are invariably given to contractors. Contractors indulge in bribing to get the contract and they resort to substandard work to save money for themselves, none of which we encourage. Hence we are not used by them”, one of the women masons said.  According to many of these masons the queries they often confront is: “how can you build a house for a mere Rs.35,000?”. Because under government contracts the contractors do not let masons use the absolutely essential amount of cement or iron rods, to save expenditure. “Men would not have accepted to build the houses or the latrines we built”, a  woman mason claimed.  The Panchayats did not follow this practice and hence used the women masons. As Sabu said, the panchayats could be confident about the quality of work because good quality materials would be used in adequate quantity by these women who did not put their hands into the till.

House Rs.35000/- ** Photo

The JEEWOMS had to face yet another hazard. The labour sector is entrenched in the idea that women merited lower wages. The men and women in the farm sector were the ideal example. The men who ploughed were paid  Rs.100 while the women who manured, weeded or reaped were paid just Rs.35 or Rs.45.Now that they had begun to perform a male job in the construction sector  society continued to view them as women labourers.. a fact that even encouraged their very engagement as masons. They  wanted to know if they would be satisfied with the existing scale of women’s wages. The notion was soon  dispelled. Women masons are now  paid the wages the male masons are paid for identical work.

Another incident narrated by the women masons relate to the head load workers. When the women masons loaded the bricks into the lorries the head load workers came to claim their share. Which the women stolidly refused to give, demanding to know why they could not do this work. The head load workers confessed that they had not seen women loading bricks so far. Finally they arrived at a compromise by which half the bricks were loaded by the women and the other by the head load workers.

Encouragements received

Thresiamma also acknowledges the encouragement she and the JEEWOMS received from the Netherlands Embassy itself. “The Socio Economic Advisor of SEU, Ms.Kathleen Shordt was enthused by the concept of women masons and she was all encouragement which helped to include this in the training Budget  of SEU itself. The Executive Directors of SEU Mr.Balachandra Kurup, Mr.K.A.Abdulla, Dr.K.N.Panicker and Mr.James Varghese IAS and all the Directors and staff of SEU Foundation  had been of great support. Similarly the WID (Women in Development ) sector of the Dutch Embassy as well as the Water  & Sanitation sector were giving their full recognition, appreciation and encouragement. 

“Same pay for same job” was an inalienable part of the concept;   Thresiamma spells out the category of women and their earnings. While the masons earned between Rs.100 to Rs.200, those who fabricated doors and windows earned between Rs.90 to Rs.120 the hollow-brick makers were getting between Rs.70 to Rs.150 and the ferro-cement water tank manufacturers earned between Rs.100 to Rs.150, Hand bricks-making and crazies-Jallies making fetched them Rs.70 to Rs.90. All of which was much better than what they earned as helpers, not to speak of their attitudinal revolution.

What Thresiamma  soon realised   was that mere training was not enough to get socially accepted and recruited  after the completion of their training. She began  the induction by placing them first  at the Socio-Economic Unit itself, until they became generally acceptable in the construction field. “In the beginning the SEU was successful in engaging them in our own projects of building toilets with RNE support. But this project ended in 1995, resulting in a stalemate. But we were not about to give up on our ambitious scheme. Then came  new ventures like construction of low cost houses under the People’s Planning Campaign Programme, directly taking off from latrine construction and this launched them into the production of materials like hollow bricks, hand-made bricks, concrete frames of doors and windows etc.

Housing programme - Kolazhy Photo***

Production center  -- Photo

A glance at the main assignments completed by JEEWOMS:

1. Low-cost twin pit latrine for poor households 

Thrissur 

15,000 Nos

Kollam 

2500 Nos

Alapuzha 

5000 Nos

Kottaya 

3000 Nos

2. House Construction:

 Thrissur
: 250

Alapuzha
 .250

3. Water Tank construction 

 Alapuzha
250

4.
Training center constructed by women masons.

Alapuzha and Thrissur

5. Compound wall construction…50

6.
Production units of prefabricated materials .15

These are all achievements, important career and social milestones, not only for refuting scorn but also for self-conviction. In both senses JEEWOMS succeeded, constructing over 25,000 latrines, 500 houses etc both under government projects as well as private contracts.

JEEWOMS is the first of its kind in India as well as in the world as accepted by International organizations like UNICEF, World Bank, DGIS etc

It has a full-fledged training center plus working place in Thrissur district and Alapuzha district in Kerala. Apart from 15 production units of hollow bricks/ prefabricated door- widow frames etc, scattered throughout the state.

UNICEF gave financial support for training of women as masons in Alapuzha, Kottayam and Malappuram districts and production units were established for engaging the trained women.

JEEWOMs is recognized by state government and local bodies and receives support also. Kerala government in its Peoples Planning Campaign programme has accepted this as a major project for empowering women and has made necessary arrangements for organizing training programmes through Block and Grama panchayats. Besides JEEWOMS is given active participation through its trained masons on governmental projects listed below.

1.
Kudumbasree project of empowering women and poverty eradication.

2.
NIRMAL-2000 a Dutch supported project for clean environment by Kerala Government.

3. Clean Kerala programme and IEC Cell.

4.
World Bank has shown cognizance of the group through inviting them to participate in the  “Vanitha Mela”  in1999.

5.
IRC (International reference center for Water and Sanitation, the Netherlands) through its gender specialist Mrs.Christine Van Wijk has  given staunch support to mainstream women masons programme. Included this programme in the  second World Water Conference held at Hague, the Netherlands, in the year 2000  through a video – “Building the balance”

Many other NGOs in the state inspired by JEEWOMS have also started similar projects. And “Nirmithy Kendra”, a government accredited agency for low cost construction has started initiating women into their training programmes.

JEEWOMS gains importance since it always extended a helping hand in providing technology and expertise in completing any unfinished structures, with readiness and sympathy, rousing the gratitude of the poor.. And translating  the projects of the government for the poor sector into a reality.

Women Masons hailed by other districts.

The Story of Vanaja

Thresiamma’s concept of women masons have spread to other districts, with other panchayats willing to give them a chance to express their skills in masonry as in Alapuzha 

As Vanaja, who was originally trained as a woman mason by the SEU but who has now evolved into a trainer for women masons, has been in the profession for the last five years. She has studied upto the 10th class, married to a fisherman and having two children, a boy and a girl.

Interacting with these women masons under the JEEWOMS has convinced me that women are so much more capable than men to be innovative and creative in guarding the hearth and sustaining her family.” I had no work and the only work I knew how to perform was making ropes from coconut husk. At that time the SEU came to Alapuzha to construct 500 latrines, using only men masons.  Next year training for women masons began and Vanaja joined the group. “Thresiamma Mathew came to our center to initiate training. The training lasted for 30 days. They interviewed 72 women and 56 of us were selected.  Kochurani madam was very eager to help us grow.  She is the one  in charge of Alapuzha unit of SEU Foundation”.

Vanaja was taught by Mani and Gomathy from Jeevapoorna Thrissur at Alapuzha. “This is a man’s job. Do You have the confidence and commitment to learn and execute it?” they asked. We  undertook the commitment and mastered the craft. We were given 30 days in house training in latrine construction and 30 days training in the work site, working with men in the construction of latrines. “We received very good cooperation from the male “maistries”.  Vanaja admits that her husband had raised objections initially. He was used to having me at home, doing all the housework and be there when he comes back fighting the waves. Now he has begun to accept my involvement and is cooperative.  Also the fact that I now earn up to Rs.160 a day is a factor in my favour. The Panchayat pays Rs.450 for a latrine and sometimes two of us can complete the work in just a day and sharing the amount”. 

Her children have also started to accepting the “mason mummy”. “When I started earning well I decided to buy a scooter and I go to work on the scooter”. “She is the only woman mason who arrives on a scooter to work”, said Girija, her colleague. She feels sad that she does not have enough time to devote to the studies of her children but that is a fact that has to be accepted.

Vanaja’s expertise is so well-acknowledged that she is currently being used to train other women across the state under the Clean Kerala who has the aspirations to work as women masons. “This way I earn more money and the work is very satisfying. I feel very proud of myself, for having learnt the craft of masonry and acquiring the expertise to impart it to other women. I travel from Thiruvananthapuram to Kasargode teaching and training women”. 

Vanaja was also a victim of social ridicule when she stepped into the male mason’s arena. The fact that even  women who work as helpers to male mason have negative images contributed to the social ridicule  which met these women masons in the early stages, an image they fought to demolish and acquire respectability.

Now  not only the women masons themselves are happy but even their families are reveling in the luxury of having enough to live with. “We share our experiences, we learn to get empowered. Then we learn  the basics of construction itself….how to make the measurements for a house, how to drive in the stakes for the foundation, how to tie the strings before starting to dig for the foundation, how to take the drains, how to place the stone in the “Kannimoola” how to begin construction using the pendulum, build the wall, the door - every nitty gritty of construction”. Around 100 women were trained in masonry under the JEEWOMS. “Not all of us are equally talented. Some of us find it difficult to place the door, or construct the terrace or the roof. Some of us have problems in the house or social problems. But we have overcome all of it and now there are 300 women masons in Alapuzha itself”, said Vanaja. 

Alapuzha units have also started to fabricate bricks, doors & window-frames, hollow bricks etc. “We have to make compromises and adjustments to combine both housework and site work. The male masons do not have such problems as they just have to get up and come to the site after eating the breakfast prepared by his wife. Here we have to do all the domestic chores, prepare the children, make their Tiffin to be taken to school, and then come to work to the construction site”.

Vanaja has a valid point, highlighting the problems facing all the working women of  Kerala, be they officers, clerks, or peons, be they manual labourers, fisherwomen or domestic servants. All of them have to complete their domestic chores alone because men with inbuilt feudalistic mindset do not share domestic chores which they believe is beneath them.

Training center at Alappuzha

The Alapuzha Vanitha Masons Society has also started the innovative scheme of depositing Rs.10/- person/week, to take a loan when a necessity comes. For, during a period of depression it is not easy to get work on a day-to-day basis. “We have no one to canvass work for us, as in the case of men. Now we are expecting to get orders for the construction of 7000 latrines. We are also hopeful of getting orders for the construction of widows’ houses in Alapuzha, being planned by the panchayat.”  

Some women maistries express reservations about accompanying men masons because the men do not take them in a gang, they select just one woman or at the most two women. This gives the wrong impression to society, especially if it is a village, attribute any sexual innuendos to it.

The JEEWOMS in Alapuzha works in cooperation with the Kudumbasree and the Ayalkoottams ( neighbourhood groups).  “We are very happy together, sharing our joys and sorrows”, says Sobhana, Vanaja’s colleague.  “Now we have learnt to canvass for work and buy materials. We canvassed for a Rs.2,50,000 construction work from the panchayat. “We have to get the material and undertake the construction…everything but we are confident of executing to their satisfaction”, Sobhana says. 

The women masons have also overcome their inhibitions in climbing up the coconut pole to white wash or do some construction work or paint or apply cement. And without exception they look back in wonder at the times when they were mere mason-helpers, fetching and carrying which involved so much  hardships. 

Vanaja with trainees *** Photo

Vanaja goes to various places to empower and train the women masons. There are 35 women masons now in Thiruvananthapuram and 45 in Poovachal. They even handle granite with ease, just like men masons.

The depth of their empowerment is easily gauged when one hears Vanaja. She had contested the panchayat poll as an independent candidate, sans attachment to any political party, and yet garnering 210 votes. “This is a testimony to our social acceptability and professional legitimacy”, she points out with pride. 

Professional legitimacy.. Vanaja has put it in a crux.  

Equal Pay for equal wages

“The promotion of women as masons has helped to strike a balance in the unequal wage spectrum that exists in society to this day. JEEWOMS changed the construction scenario but that has not ensured parity in other sectors. Discrimination towards women, solely because they are women has been powerfully questioned by us and corrective measures taken. Now equal wages for equal jobs has been accepted in the construction sector and the women masons have been empowered to demand equal wages for all the work they do. Contractors harbour no doubts on this score any more…the wages have been fixed at the market rate. The completed work is measured and assessed and payment is made accordingly. .sans gain or loss. Strategic approach to the  equal pay for equal work has helped women earn just like a man”, Unnikalan points out.

The transformation is not restricted to the fact of wages. It extends to the women’s emergence as individuals. Most of the women masons come from the fringes of society, most of them illiterate, and harbouring innumerable problems, ranging from poverty to alcoholism of husbands and social contempt when they work as mason’s assistants, courting the risk of harassment, verbal abuse and sexual harassment from supervisors. Their social standing was ground zero. It is the training that they were given at the JEEWOMS that changed their destiny, and empowered them to craft their own destiny. Most of the trained women were absorbed and were given placements, to start a life of dignity and self-reliance. Simultaneously the skill dependability and credibility of the female masons began to get wide acceptance and recognition. Now they are accepted as independent labourers, free from the traditional fetters that imprisoned them. “My training programme has begun to gain its goal”, Thresiamma gleefully remarks.

JEEWOMS steps out into other areas of human concern

JEEWOMS is not restricting its activities to construction or the construction sector. It has stepped in to join hands with the Rajagiri college to conduct child right seminars and workshops. Child labour is relentlessly resisted, yet the Government has not been able to wipe it out from any sector. Child rights have been stressed by world organizations but child labour exists and continues. Memorandums and recommendations were presented to the Government by JEEWOMS and the Rajagiri college urging the government to ban child labour. “We do not allow anyone below 18 to join the construction sector for the masonry training. Conditions of selection of women for masonry training even go further to ensure employment of mothers do not deprive  children below the age of three of their right to their mothers care and attention, just because their mothers are in the construction sector. One of our condition for selection in fact stipulates  that women who apply should have no nursing babies. We insist on this because we have women who come from different villages and work places are scattered and it is not possible for JEEWOMS to provide child care or day care or crèche facilities ”, Thresiamma clarified.

Thresiamma and her team also wrested human rights in the construction sector by securing women’s rights…for, it is seldom acknowledged that women’s rights are indeed human rights. “We have established a human rights approach to housing because We have been able to bring the forgotten masses, and project the invisible workers on par with skilled male construction workers.  From obscurity to visibility is a great step. Normally women are ignored in the process of development, even if they are the focus of the planned  development.  They only figure as beneficiaries and recipients  of end results of planning. They may also be provided with new inventions in the field of cottage industries or other traditional trades. This is what we call feminisation of poverty”, says Thresiamma, pointing out that even Governments and development planners ignore this facet. “It is precisely because of this trend that we adopted a conscious and planned approach to housing, advocating human rights of women to acquire and employ new skills in house construction and earn equal wages in the process. This is the change that has been wrought by JEEWOMS”. She stresses.

Capacity building ……

Yet another facet of JEEWOMS and SEU(F) is its focus on capacity building of the community, so that they not only participate in the process of development but also assume full control of their own development. This is a basic human right. One should have the freedom to craft one’s own destiny. People have the right to own, to learn and to take their own decisions. Very often development workers consider their poor beneficiaries as a  helpless illiterate nonentities. Most of the projects are designed by experts for the poor, but the poor have no role, they are given no voice  in the planning. They are seldom consulted, their innate knowledge or skill are not acknowledged, nor is their vast experience counted or utilized in the implementation of whatever project is conceived for them. “The projects are not considered as theirs. On the other hand SEU’s very principle is to empower the people to assume full responsibility of these projects from the stage of planning, designing, to implementation and sustainability of the project. This approach was adopted in our water and sanitation projects since 1987 and I can honestly say that it has played its role in influencing governments in the country and around the world to adopt a participatory approach  to more and more projects. This approach is the leit motif of the celebrated programme of Kerala…the People’s Planning programme”, says Mary, the Programme Associate, who helps in translating the visions of SEU Foundation.

Decentralisation of power is central to the People’s Planning Programme.  Yet another singular feature of the People’s Planning is its involvement of women. It is for the first time that women acquired representation in local bodies, through an act of Parliament which insists that 33 percent of women are representatives in local panchayats. Capacity building is the thrust of the people’s planning as also that of the SEU, to make the people participate in development, assuming the reins of development in the process. “This is a basic human right. One should have the freedom for planning one’s own future and craft one’s own destiny.  I feel that we did have a role in inspiring  this action on the part of the government, through our action in the water and sanitation projects since 1987”,  Mary claimed

However, it is the wisdom of the people that finally perfects any project. Through PRA exercises the local knowledge as well as the acquired expertise is brought out. Additional inputs or modern technologies as well as cost-reducing  techniques are explained to the groups or individuals and thus they are equipped to make enlightened choices, assume full responsibilities of the construction of a structure. “We deem it as the right of the individual or the group to acquire this knowledge . Awareness sessions are organized for women and men on issues regarding their rights. Community groups or user groups are trained in the basics of planning, in the skills of designing incorporating their own needs in construction as well as maintenance. Awareness education, thrift and savings, capacity building training, technological education are all means used to enhance people’s abilities and capacities to realize their human rights and their full potential. The special emphasis on women’s human rights are a specific input of Jeevapoorna and SEU.

Jeevapoorna for women’s human rights

Mainstreaming women into the construction sector was a hazardous and demanding process, according to Thresiamma. Jeevapoorna has posed a significant challenge before the society that  resonate through all levels., dissolving old concepts and beliefs as well as existing myths, and removing the prejudicial attitude to women, which denied them “human rights”.” Our effort  resulted in the exposure not only of the womenfolk but also the community and the governments and international donors to the reality that women do have their own rights “ to be”, to own, to actualize their talents and potential, to earn and manage, to contribute to the country’s growth and economy. It was an eye-opener for all, including the women themselves as well as the planners of development. This venture by Jeevapoorna and the SEU could very possibly be one of the major chapters in  the history of social evolution. For, it established the right of the women to operate and  manage  machines and building materials and production units in the construction sector. The following achievements of women are self-explanatory in highlighting the role of Jeevapoorna in restoring and sustaining women’s human rights”, Thresiamma says. And lists them out.

Foremost in her agenda was women power as masons, which in her view is a liberation from age-old slavery to virtual freedom because they have become masters and managers of their destiny, their surroundings, their time. They have emerged as dignified women with social status, unlike their earlier avatars when, as mason’s helpers they were just objects of contempt, ridicule. They never had a face, a voice, a choice, they were just commodities in the job market and the market place of sex.

Today instead they are commanding their environment, giving directions to their work, executing someone’s concrete dreams of homes and buildings. As poor and uneducated women they could never have imagined that one day they would master the mysteries of machines and mechanics, which, till then, were a closed book to them. Now they run their own production units, manage sales and purchases and manage the entire functions from foundation to roof. 

They have also formed themselves into self-help groups, as Geetha  explained, with 10 to 20 women bonding themselves to raise loans and the necessary funds for their business from banks and other lending units…a culture totally alien to banks till then. Now the banks come forward offering help to these women for their development programmes and income-generating activities. “The women have in effect achieved two rights…their right to have access to money and bank loans and their right to own and operate income-generating porgrammes. SEUs were among the pioneers in promoting women’s power through the promotion of Self Help Groups…a practice since adopted by the local bodies which have formed Ayalkoottams and self-help groups to avail bank loans for their material improvement. Joining hands with the National Bank for Agriculture and Rural Development (NABARD) SEUs contributed to change the rules of banking institutions, the attitude of bankers to women and women’s right for bank support became an accepted fact. The women’s capacity to utilize the loans profitably and their punctuality in returning the loans came to be not only appreciated but relied upon by banks who eagerly courted self-groups to lend them money.

People’s Participation

Another facet of this emergence of women’s power through Jeevapoorna was the principle of community participation, which was the plank on which SEU built its edifice of service in the area of water and sanitation. “Through the years from 1987 to 1995 SEU demonstrated with National and International impacts a model of people’s responsible participation in projects, thus elevating their capacities as well as sustainability of the project. 

Jeevapoorna accomplished this  by working through the panchayat and municipalities. Making the local governments realize their duty and obligation to provide support to the people in solving their basic water sanitation and housing problems, the project became partipatory. The panchayats provided budgetary allocations for such projects which coupled with the project fund helped achieve targets. The elected members of the panchayat as well as its bureaucrats were given sufficient orientation so that they began to give priority to the community’s basic needs and also plan the budget of the local bodies accordingly. Project funds were allotted to only such panchayats which encouraged and ensured community participation in the execution of projects. A joint account was also opened in each Panchayat/Municipality to execute the project.

SEU devised several approaches for the realization of this objective. Through the years it evolved  its own models and became models for others to follow - like the formation of beneficiary groups. A seven-member committee is chosen from the involved group to plan, design implement and monitor the project, meant for the community. The Panchayat /Municipal ward member, the leading social workers of the area were also made members of this committee to guide and support the beneficiary group.  SEU was very strict on one point…that at least two or three of this seven-member committee were women.

SEU conducted orientation camps and training camps and capacity building exercises for the committees to equip them to attend to the various facets of the project such as housing, water supply, sanitation and ofcourse gender awareness and gender sensitivity. “We even crafted participatory training manuals and tools for this very purpose”,  recalls Thresiamma.

How could they have ensured the user’s participation? “Of course by raising the users’ contribution”, Thresiamma says. And adds. “We wanted to infuse a sense of responsible participation, a sense of ownership and the awareness of the need   for sustainability. This rests, of course on the contribution from the people…in cash, in kind and through labour.” In the earlier projects which the Government had executed NGOs had no role nor this component which  effectively marginalized them from their own projects. “What happened then?”, Thresiamma asks. And replies:” Of course it did not become a people’s project. It remained a government scheme or if an NGO was involved, the NGO’s scheme…not the ultimate users project. It was true of any project. Be it water, sanitation health or housing. The one-lakh housing scheme for instance floated by the government of Kerala to much national acclaim. They are striking examples of a government-owned and government-executed project, with the consumers as mere witnesses. The user community were mere onlookers as the project concretized before their eyes, with no involvement and no resultant happiness “They never had a sense of belonging in such houses, They always viewed it as a donation, a government charity, a right of the poor, for which they never laboured, participated or put in any effort and hence never bothered about their maintenance.. The Ma-bap syndrome in which government is viewed as ma baap, obliged to care for the subjects or children whichever the case may be,. The people abdicated all responsibility for the maintenance of their own abodes, exhibited no involvement. Even for small repairs and maintenance they would approach the Government, demanding it as their right, not as their need if they had felt that the house belonged to them.

The Jeevapoorna ensured community participation. When the prospective owner of a house contributed his or her share, invested their human resource, lend labour and were involved in the choice of its design, plan and procurement of materials, the people automatically inherit a sense of hard-earned facility, ownership and attachment to their house or latrine.

Of course this took effort, imagination, planning. There were criteria for selection of beneficiaries for subsidized programme which is purely on the basis of economic calculations. Only the Below Poverty Line (BPL) households are selected by the Grama Sabha to own such houses.

BPL are selected on the basis of set norms. These norms are clearly spelt out. Choices  based on party policies are avoided. Maximum care is taken by the agency to ensure fairness in selection, so that all factors spawning partiality, like political or caste factors, religion etc were strictly excluded. Yet in people’s campaign the beneficiary selection  is done by the elected members in the ward or Grama sabha and politics do play a prominent role some times. Complaints are common in rural areas of discrimination on political party grounds, with ruling Party loyalists getting preference in selection. 

Challenges taken

The SEU was different. “When we have the choice as an organization to prepare the community to accept the project we try to involve the community as a whole. Preference are given only to widows, invalids and the old. We ignore political recommendations as we are an autonomous agency”, Thresiamma points out.  This is a bold step, and not a step totally endorsed in a very politicized state like Kerala. “But we were willing to challenge the existing social constructs. The formation of the women mason programme is in itself a challenge to existing norms. Besides in their road to self-reliance and sustainability they had to challenge quite a number of modes and systems and practices and structures. Like the perseverance and ability to work in quite unfavourable surroundings. Women doing scaffolding and shuttering work for house construction in a man’s world is an unacceptable taboo-laden practice. The men found it difficult to accept this female inroads into their exclusive area “Sometimes the men even refused to lend their scaffolding materials  but the women were not discouraged. They just went ahead and procured scaffolds for the society and began to work independently, ignoring the men’s disapproval and non-cooperation”, Omana said.

As a general practice women are thrown out of their traditional jobs when mechanization came in. As they found in agriculture and other farm operatis. Whenever mechanization came in it was the woman who was thrown out. However no man barged into the strictly female arena of hard backbreaking toil..like manual jobs which entailed drudgery and long monotonous hours, painful work, Men jumped to operate the machines and women were left behind to continue to do the manual work. “Our Jeevapoorna challenged precisely this attitude and behaviour. Our women were the first to produce hand-made cement bricks for construction, later they went ahead and bought a hydraulic machine for making hollow bricks to be used in construction, thus increasing their production and supply. The trainer of course predictably refused to even train them in the operations of the machine. He would condescend just to teach them how to mix how to load the machines etc, which was just the manual side of the entire operations. He said that in all the companies women were employed just to feed the machines and they would be paid just a helpers’ wage which infuriated them. The machine operation was restricted to just the men who would be paid at the rate of the mason or skilled worker.

Women operating hydraulic machine - photo 

This attitude was fiercely resisted by the women. They fought tooth and nail for their right to operate the machines, for the equality in the work arena. The women compelled the men to unfold the secret of the operation of the machine. They of course mastered the technique in a jiffy. In the Jeevapoorna factory every woman learns to operate the machine and thus every one collects equal wages. The people the lorry drivers and other visitors to the project site stare in amazement as they operate the machines with ease.

Another challenging and daunting task the women faced was the loading and unloading of their products. This of course is a man’s job by tradition and practice. Men even have union which insists on their right to load and unload. In fact Kerala has even a class of labourers precisely for this purpose known as Attimari workers who in actual fact do not do any job and collect the wages as if they had indeed executed the loading and unloading. This is an unwritten practice which no government has succeeded in breaking as before the might of the workers unity the government folds up.

‘The Jeevapoorna women  who were used to doing all that the male workers and masons do were humiliated at this exclusion. They also sustained a big loss because the wages for producing a block is only 60 paise but to load the exact block into a lorry cost them Rs.1.20. “How can they bear this injustice” Omana asks. Women protested, argued for their right to load their own products. The men became very angry and abused the women. SEU staff also came to the support of the women. At first an agreement was crafted, making the men and the women share the job. The women were dissatisfied. They approached the district collector who issued orders permitting the women their right to load their own produce from their compound.

The Dutch-aided SEU project to provide water and sanitation to the community ended in 1995. Until then the women masons were ensured of continuous work in SEU’s sanitation projects. They also supplied the needed bricks, constructed latrines, all on par with the men. But now a crisis confronted them.

There were no more large scale latrines to be constructed for the panchayat, using the bricks manufactured by the women masons. They were ensured continuity of jobs and livelihood. Suddenly the Dutch aid stopped. The women who were supplying bricks and  constructed latrines found themselves at a loose end. How to find a market for their products, how to find work for the masons…these were questions that traumatized them. 

The women met, discussed, and decided to undergo higher training in house construction. SEUs supported their courageous decision and  arranged to give them specialized training to build houses.  The WID sector of Dutch Embassy stepped into support their  bold step. Thrilled at the new vistas opening before their very eyes they went through the various low cost construction technologies, learning new and strange terminologies and steadily acquiring new skills.  They were very proud of their mastery, the achievement boosted their self image, they constructed their first house and newspapers and the visual media were encouraging them, broadcasting their determined efforts and its successes.. their hard won victories. 

There were also generous people who appreciated their efforts and happy to see women power emerging in the construction scenario. Women were soon offered construction of 12 houses at a stretch. Now they are masters of most modern methods of construction. It was the crisis that confronted them and thrust them to victory.

They encountered yet another crisis when they discovered that the carpenters were cheating them, delaying carpentry works for the construction undertaken by them. With no hesitation they began to get trained in carpentry and then began to make their own doors and window frames…  Nothing was beyond the women in Jeevapoorna, fully alert to their abilities, their capacities, their determination and their destiny.  Mastery of a skill is one thing but execution is another…especially to find the chance to execute and exhibit their skill. Which was what the women faced, which prompted them to circumvent this roadblock. How to reduce the cost of construction so that they could note less to the owners and win government works  was their primary preoccupation. The idea of concrete door-window frames, crassies ferrocement slabs, roofs water tanks etc were ideas that dawned during the course of their dueling with denials. They soon set up a wing to produce these things. How they were able to challenge famous firms by quoting low construction rates and offering better products remained an unsolvable mystery to the male of the species. The women assured quality and durability, and they entered the open market to canvass and get works purely on the merit of their craft.

But the women were loaded with domestic problems. They had to face a critical husband, in-laws, neighbours,  and it was difficult to take a decision to take work outside the village and travel distances to execute them, much  against husbandly pressure or social censure. “Many of us were not given permission by our husbands”, Mony M.V recalled. And quite a few were not daring enough to step out  disregarding husbandly pressures. “It was indeed a great problem. We had to face critical husbands, disapproving in-laws, sarcastic neighbours. We found it really hard to take hard decisions to move out of the village to far off places to undertake any work”. As Thresiamma exhorted them to realize, they found that strength lay in unity. Together they triumphed over the situation and a few women decided to move out, while others followed suit. The leadership of the President of the group and the good reputation of the secretary and the back up and support of SEU were factors that contributed to their  success and fuelled their perseverance in the face of social and familial odds.

A big Dream – JEEWOMS’ own Training Centre

Thresiamma admits that the women constantly faced the problems of a space to call their own. Whenever the tenants demanded that they vacate a house, the women were forced to move out their machinery and moulds to other places at short notice. But being women doing exemplary work they had carved out their own space in society, crafted identities that gained social acceptability and respect. Sudden displacement from a workplace affected marketing and other functions. The Jeevapoorna was as yet ill-equipped to buy land of their own, in good business areas. They approached many including even the Netherlands Embassy for help. To no avail. The Dutch regulations did not permit the purchase of land or assets.

The SEU and the JEEWOMS approached the Nirmithi Kendra in Thrissur an autonomous agency promoting low cost construction requesting for a lease of land to establish a center for the production of hollow bricks. The Center allotted land but JEEWOMS could not take it as there was no water availability on the land, and no hollow brick unit can come up without water.

Meanwhile the Dutch Development Minister, Mr.Pronc visited Thrissur explicitly to meet the women masons, requested by the WID wing of the Dutch Embassy in the year 1995. He was highly impressed by the potential and competence of the women masons and the activities of JEEWOMS itself. He acknowledged the need for JEEWOMS to have its own place and in fact even requested the local panchayat to allot them some land to build the center. In that pre-people plan programme the panchayat was not in a position to comply. Nor could the SEU itself help out. 

Thresiamma recalled that in 1997 she  had contacted a few agencies and two of them, one in the Netherlands and the other in Canada had expressed interest and showed enthusiasm to support this innovative group of female masons. In fact they even wanted to help more women acquire this skill and set up a training center. “Kerala was not a priority area of involvement for them at that time”, Thresiamma remembers.  It is purely because of CLO Canada, and BILANCE, Netherlands that we have been able to set up two training centers; one in Thrissur and the other in Alapuzha, and train 600 women in masonry and allied works.

Again land was the problem. It was difficult to locate a convenient place with adequate supply of water and road facility and that too at a reasonable price. 

Thresiamma  and her team recall that the women in Jeevapoorna ran from door to door at that time, seeking a place to call their own. They were in dark despair, beyond hope, visualizing the edifice they built so arduously crashing before their very eyes. Until the People’s Planning Programme of the Panchayat  came to their rescue. The women approached the District Panchayat for support and help in sustaining their project and their own inner empowerment.

Women’s Development Programme was one of the key issues of concern  for the district Panchayat. The project for land and a residential training center was placed for the consideration of the women’s development sector of the District Panchayat, which was discussed by all the members and found as a feasible and empowering project for women. A joint project with SEUF was thus envisaged which was to be implemented progressively. 

Meanwhile the project went ahead  training 300 women masons and establishing a training center, a dream which crystallized when donors stepped in offering support. Needless to say, the District panchayat was quite impressed by these women masons, their skill, their dedication and commitment and their determination to triumph over adversities to stand on their own feet. The Panchayat took the initiative and obtained land for them at the Vilvattam panchayat in Thrissur and actually transferred it JEEWOMS! “The panchayat was then headed by a very young and dynamic president of dynamic vision. It was he who offered 71 cents of land in the panchayat. He had said then: ”Not scarcity of water but superfluity of water would be your problem.” As this was then a swamp area.  Not any more. The presence of JEEWOMS transformed the locality, up scaled its land value and improved the façade.

Finally the JEEWOMS came into its own, on its own land, with its own staff, its own vision, its own programmes, and its lustrous plans for the female future
It was thus that the residential training center of JEEWOMS came to be constructed in the land  donated by the panchayat. “A big dream was fulfilled and a big impediment in the path of women  masons was solved”, says Thresiamma, heaving a sigh of relief.  

The District panchayat earmarked Rs.10,00,000/- for the construction of a training center. Even as Thresiamma went ahead with the arduous task of training 300 women in masonry, prefabrication, hollow bricks making etc and establishing the work sheds and conducting training simultaneously, she established work groups to manage production units and equip JEEWOMS to run  the center. It entailed a cost of Rs. 45,00,000/- raised through he BILANCE project. A managing committee was set up involving the District panchayat, SEUF and the JEEWOMS to implement the project. The Jeevapoorna Women Masons society was exhilarated when finally the agreement was executed. 

It fuelled their zest and they went into hard work mode to complete the building. Together with expert male masons and a technical supervisor it was the women who gave the final shape to the building, erecting a literally “concrete” testimony that women can indeed be good masons. Thus breaking the ancient myth that  construction of building is a male monopoly. 

The Women masons formed themselves into batches  after training to undertake constructions under the People’s Plan programme, leaving their permanent imprint on the arena. As testimony stands the Rs.2,50,000/-  worth construction of the Matsya Bhavan they erected in the Kaipamangalam grama panchayat. They have constructed more than 25000 two-pit latrines. The Jeevapoorna Women masons’ training center, conceived and constructed by women masons was officially inaugurated by the then Rural Development Minister, Mr.Paloli Mohammed Kutty.

Inaugration of Women mason training center by Hon.Minister Sri.Paloli Mohammed Kutty Photo ****

 A convention of women masons trained under the leadership of SEUF in different parts of the state was convened in the occasion of the inauguration and their number was 750. It came as no surprise to any one that their work expertise, commitment and dedication and  perfectionism got a big hand at the gathering. For, the JEEWOMS had also crossed another land mark…they had completed the building in record time, despite all hurdles and  negative social  mindset.

The training center is now a well-equipped place for training women in masonry and all allied works. More than 300 women from various panchayats have been trained here. Groups from Alapuzha, Kollam, Idukki and SEWA Ahmedabad have come and undergone  residential training   here. Training sponsored by the Grama panchayats and District panchayats is an ongoing process.

Meanwhile in Alappuzha the CLO supported training center too came up.  The women worked  along with “COSTFORD” (a low cost construction agency) to complete the structure.  SEU bought the land in this case.

Process of training

Currently training is imparted in cement block making, how to mix mortar and cement, the difference of varying proportions, the constituency of the mortar, the quality of the cement blocks made and the science of curing and strengthening etc. The other skills they learn are  bricklaying, level checking, plastering, floor construction, making and fixing concrete slabs, reinforced steel work, the principles and practices of foundation work, how to use moulds to construct rings for the latrines and wells and  of course the construction of low cost twin pit latrines, which was their stepping stone into the so-far-prohibited male territory”. We can do everything that a male mason can do and with better expertise because of total concentration and dedication”, the women masons assure, still euphoric that they have been able to master a male craft and that they have gained social acceptability.

“Making of concrete blocks is the easiest work.  Hand made blocks are made by mould of 3”-6”-12” size metal mould and placing three stone chips in the middle to strengthen it as well as reduce the cost”, Mr.Sathyan the Technical Trainer said.


After gaining sufficient confidence in building blocks the women were inducted into more complicated works of slab casting, foundation work, superstructure, etc. That they could actually make the  superstructure is still an unbelievable feat for most of them. The recruits continue to learn for a month, using just sand and mud to fix the blocks, without cement, and undoing and doing it again so that they perfect the technique of construction. “The most difficult part is to avoid plumb outs”, points out Sathyan.

“Actually we developed the confidence of the women. First it was building their confidence, then the building of buildings”, Thresiamma says, pointing out that what was most essential is their belief in themselves and in the truth that they can indeed transform as efficient masons. “So we boosted their self-esteem and imparted the team building ethos. Unless they stick on to the group and bond themselves they could be demolished by the male chauvinists”, Thresiamma says while her disciples concede the wisdom of the formula. “When we bond among ourselves it gives us confidence to face challenges or the jeering from the men, the criticism that inevitably accompanies all our efforts not to speak of the cultural shock itself”, the women masons admit.

The training aims to awaken their somnolent potential and capacity. Participatory techniques like micro lab, broken square, number seven, songs, slogans, games etc were used to develop their personality. Of course they swear by the ten commands that they themselves crafted for them during the first training.

The sum total of the ten commandments is their moto: ONE FOR ALL AND ALL FOR ONE”.

This is a concept  which is difficult to digest by the male masons fraternity as it has an exclusive female touch which appeals to the female sensibilities and ethos.

It was this training that helped them retain their self-control when they faced oppositions from the field. “Once we were turned away from constructing a latrine in a ward because we were women. But during the second phase of the latrine programme we took our sweet revenge. We alone carried out all the constructions in the very same ward and won their appreciation”, the women masons recalled.

Of course it should be emphasized that they did receive a lot of appreciation from dignitaries like MPs M.L.As and even the Dutch Ambassadors, the Dutch Minister Mr.Pronk and the Dutch Embassy…all balm for their souls and proteins for their zest.
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Media’s applaud and recognition of  the JEEWOMS
Even the skeptic media conceded their emergence into the male stranglehold. Reports like “Breaking the male bastion brick by brick(Indian Express) “Building a future (The Week) etc are examples. Vanitha, a leading women’s magazine in Malayalam and all the language dailies also waxed eloquent about their rare triumph. Even the National TV and Asianet covered their activities as exclusive features.  Later Doordarsan, Kairali and Jeevan T.V. channels also broadcasted the Jeevapoorna.

The JEEWOMS entry into the machine-operated field of hollow brick construction was in 1995 with the support from Women in Development section of the Embassy. This not only enhanced their earnings but polished their skills. Initially nine women mastered the technique, knowledge and expertise to operate the power machines. They have contracted the supply of hollow block for latrine construction in Kadappuram panchayat in Thrissur district.

What was exhilarating about the emergence of these women masons is the fact they who struggled to master the masonry technique themselves became trainers. “Their first external training was at Kollam, to a group of 12. Later  two of them have  given training to 50 trainees at Alapuzha district for a UNICEF-supported programme. Another group of two have given training to male masons in the two-pit technology! Just imagine how the tables have been turned. Model latrines have been constructed in Thiruvananthapuram under Loyolla College. Two women masons have been imparting training for a group of 50 in Kollam under the district project.  All the training for women in masonry and allied works are  now given by JEEWOMs master masons! 

The training of women as masons  has now emerged as one of the constituents of the empowering role  of women.

JEEWOMS has been selected as the nodal agency for training women in masonry by the Thrissur & Alapuzha District Panchayats. And JEEWOMS  is now poised to emerge as a center for training women in all aspect of masonry  and acquiring more skills in low cost technologies, ferro-cement works etc.

These women, all hailing from the lower economic and social strata of society got a chance to visit women’s groups in special skilled trades in Uttar Pradesh, sponsored by the Women in Development Section of Dutch Embassy. Their exposure to the world outside Kerala came as a learning experience for them, widening their horizons and expanding their mindset. 

The Emerging power…

“Of course the group has natural leaders like Omana, the president, who is trusted by all her colleagues. She is able to hold them together and keep them inspired. She has studied just up to the fourth class, just able to read and write and she also had a speech-impediment but she has overcome all these drawbacks by acquiring self-esteem and confidence. Now she is addressing meetings and make beautiful speeches. Just imagine…a timid insignificant, frightened and culturally inhibited woman, and a widow to boot, has become an outstanding leader under the Women Masonry programme. How can anyone deny that this does not empower”?. Asks Thresiamma. “I am not afraid to travel alone or speak with the men, as I was before. I realized my leadership qualities only after I joined the group. Now I can even build the confidence of my coworkers. My sole focus now is to do everything possible to make our women masons society grow and support more women like me”,  says Omana.

Even Geetha the Secretary of the Group is a success story. According to Thresiamma she was just a quiet unassuming tiny woman who has passed the 10th standard. Now she is an epitome in management skills. It is she who keeps the daily account of the society, organizes the work schedule, manages the purchases of raw materials needed for construction, visits the members of the various panchayats where work is available to take contracts etc. She even travels by lorry and take cement blocks from production center to various work sites in the panchayats, just to ensure that the blocks are delivered at the right spots. Geetha is an assertive and brave person, as I noticed during my interview. Her husband who was generally out of work had become a good “helper” to his wife in making pots for ornamental plants or preparing moulds. Geetha is thus a study in role reversal.

There are two or three Manis in JEEWOMS. V.R.Mani is worthy of mention. She is a deserted mother with two children,.  And thrilled in the fact that she is the master of her fate, earning Rs.150 – 200/- a day. “Haven’t I earned more dignity? Now the other members of my family give me more respect and even the neighbourhood respects me”. Thrilling  reality indeed for a deserted wife, usually a social reject.

It is a social reality that when a wife earns, the money is squandered by the husbands, many of them are alcoholics and spendthrifts. But the women masons are so empowered that they exert tight control over their earnings. “We do not allow our husbands to squander our money”. Adds Fathima: “My husband cannot work. I have three children in school. It is with my earnings that we buy milk, fish, meat, eggs etc and good clothes for the children”, The women masons’ families have crossed the class boundaries to project themselves as middle class.  With the accompanying social status.

Their social acceptability as women masons is endorsed by Lalitha. “When I saw two women coming to build my latrine I was dumbstruck. My husband had left for work and I did not know how to handle the situation. I was quite reluctant and hesitant to engage them, not trusting their building skills. I had seen women only as masons’ helpers. But once the work was over and I found the construction satisfactory, they rose in my esteem.”. Lalitha’s is not a solitary experience. This is the reception and final testimony women masons receive across the State.

Mainstreaming of Jeevapoorna activities photo(Both men and women are working jointly)****

Says Mr.C.S.Menon a Senior Architect at Thrissur, “I couldn’t believe my eyes when I so the women masons from Jeevapoorna Society constructing houses, laying flooring tiles  and casting aluminium fabricated ceilings.  I immediately promised them work  in constructions I am supervising. I am proud to be in the advisory committee of JEEWOMS”. Another testimony of JEEWOMS excellence.  

Jeevapoorna has now become a lived experience in which women share equally with men the thrill of creativity and the triumph of achievement. Here women are not daughters of a lesser god.

In fact Jeevapoorna could be said to have corrected an existing social anachronism at least in the field of construction to be able to realize their aspirations and potentials. “We realize that skill development is a critical factor in economic development. It is this that makes Jeevapoorna a guild of women workers with specialized skills”, Thresiamma says.

JEEWOMS is also breaching the carpentry sector. When the women found that they had to depend on male skill to get doors and windows they decided to master the skill themselves. Now they are into the carpentry trade as well.  They have also now mastered the intricacies of aluminium fabrication works.  May be the JEEWOMS are the first women group, who have acquired this skill. 

Future visions

Thresiamma’s vision is not limited to the panchayats, the district or even the State. She envisions a national level JEEVAPOORNA, with a prominent role in thrust areas related to union activities. “We have to do the needed image building and networking, which in fact we have started to do. If a state Government is launching a housing scheme or a sanitation project then the state-level Jeevapoorna should know about it and should be in a position to mobilize the workforce to collaborate with the Government. The Government can avoid the unscrupulous middlemen and get better work through Jeevapoorna women”.

Of course this entails policy changes as well. The State has to ensure that skilled women are not denied work because of their gender. 

Jeevapoorna needs the money to promote itself, its concepts, its vision. Currently it does not have any source of income except the membership fees. To ensure transparency the bank accounts are always joint accounts operated by the President Secretary and Treasurer together. The term of office of these officials will be for a year until the year 2005. This is to give leadership opportunities to a larger number of women. After 2005 the term of office is proposed to be raised to two years so that planning and implementation of programmes becomes easier.

One major responsibility of the leaders at the basic unit level and the panchayat level will be to ensure that the members find employment in their respective fields of specialized skills. They should also ensure that the standards of Jeevapoorna are not diluted.

The Jeeva Poorna praxis comprise of a consistent rigorous action-reflection process in which all members participate. Weekly meetings are organized to facilitate this participation. The leaders will be given training in group leadership which include skills for facilitating decisions and arriving at consensual decisions. “The hallmark of Jeevapoorna will be quality of work, punctuality, pleasant human relationships, transparency and accountability, constant search for self-improvement, team work, resistance to exploitation of women and a national secular outlook rising above all sectarian consideration”, Thresiamma  reinforces.

How can quality be ensured .? “ By training, of course. Result-oriented training which will produce measurable impact on all aspects of the work culture. This would of course involve performance appraisal, action researches etc which will be carried out by the members of Jeevapoorna on a regular basis. These along with training packages administered from time to time will be designed to ensure the long-term goal of women’s empowerment and gender equality as well”, Thresiamma explains.

JEEWOMS now plans to set up production centers in all panchayats on the line of the Thrissur training center. The District Panchayat is poised to lend a helping hand. The building is proposed to accommodate not only a production center but also have a space for meetings, seminars, and all kinds of interactions, a recreation centre and a women’s resource center which should be equipped with a small library and documentation section.

The SEU also conceives a well-structured women’s organization with its development perspective and ethos. This involves a lot of interaction with the present members as well as those who are interested in joining the MOVEMENT. “Yes, it is  a movement”, emphasizes  the JEEWOMS masons. 

The R&D also figures in the Jeevapoorna scheme.  R&D has social and technical dimension. The technical dimension includes research into appropriate technology in all construction-related matters, while the social dimension dwells on the various aspects of building up the women’s movement called Jeevapoorna.

The training dimension involves development of a cadre of master-trainers to ensure multiplier effect in training. The SEU vision of Jeeva Poorna is that within the first decade of its functioning a number of women leaders will emerge to get elected to the panchayat committees at grama block and district levels. A first try has already been made in Alapuzha.

The infrastructural development-particularly the construction of a chain of production centers in about 500 panchayats spread across the country within the next five years is another plan of SEU. These centers will be designed and constructed by the women themselves on land which should be made available to them free of cost by the concerned panchayats. The structure should be simple and functional. It would be beneficial for the Panchayat to have such a center and such a team of trained masons as it would eliminate corruption, wheeler-dealers and middlemen from the construction arena even as it ensures quality of construction. That government structures built for Adivasis and the poor do not last even for a decade is proof of the ongoing corruption in the arena of government construction.

SEUF has a major responsibility during the first few critical years, admits Thresiamma. It has to facilitate the primary and secondary level networking necessary for Jeeva Poorna to take off to higher reaches of functioning. The primary networking involves the coordination among the Jeeva Poorna units as well as linkage with other grass root level organizations and the panchayat. The secondary level networking involves networking with the state national and international level organizations as well as governmental and non-governmental agencies…like the State Planning Board, the CAPART, the ILO, the UNESCO etc.

The phased withdrawal of SEUF from Jeevapoorna is also on the cards. This is to ensure the progressive capacity-building and organization of JeevaPoorna.  SEUF can retain its role as a consultant or retain its advisory role.

Here the Graph.

Thus Jeevapoorna has been visualized as an All India body, with its area of operation spreading all over India, with clear objectives which include planning organizing and implementing projects/ programmes to help women, to help women acquire technical skills in any trade, with special emphasis of course on masonry, carpentry, painting, hand-pump mechanics, automobile mechanics, hollow bricks production pre-fabrication works etc. It aims to help women organize themselves into self-help groups, producers cooperatives, marketing-cooperatives, consumer cooperatives, credit society etc and to help women organize themselves to run factories of various kinds, especially those concerned with construction materials and sanitary work. It attempts to collaborate with government/non-governmental agencies within and outside the country to run production and sales depots like sanitation mart. 

One of its main objectives, as stated before is to form networking with similar agencies in Government/non-government within the country as well as abroad and to promote women’s RESPONSIBLE participation in the development of the country and to equip them to assume decisive roles. It would work for the uplift - of women of all communities, regardless of caste and communal distinction so that they can live with dignity and respect and self-respect. 

It would undertake any projects/ programmes that would contribute to the social cultural, economic, psychological physical and emotional development of women. It will run educational institutions and training centers both for formal and non-formal sector for the benefit of women as well as children and undertake/avail welfare programme for members as well as other interested women and children…especially those of labourers. 

Its other objectives include running dispensaries/hospitals, canteens/hotels, laundries and comfort stations, especially to provide employment opportunities for women and the organization/promotion of water-sanitation and health literacy as well as general functional literacy among women and children, again with special focus on labour classes. It aims to develop systems or infrastructure to create or find job opportunities and market facilities for all sorts of products made by women and to develop collaborative ventures with government/semi-government/non-government or voluntary sectors in and outside the country that will facilitate the all-around development of women and their dependants in education, skill-development, training etc.

It will focus on promoting a sense of thrift and an inclination for savings and a culture of concern and mutual help among women, especially labourers and organize credit unions or informal banking for women. This practice is already in existence in certain areas in Kerala. It will try to establish and run libraries, clubs and similar organizations which will promote the reading habits of women and develop their inbuilt talents so that their leisure can be made more enjoyable..  . 

It plans to print and publish periodicals or papers or books to share news and views on women their achievements  and learning experiences and to undertake awareness programmes for women to help them keep abreast of the changes that take place in society This would help them to assume their right roles in society.

It will give special focus on the promotion of religious harmony and moral values among women because it is the women who impart these to society through the future generation.

It plans to run institutions or centers for the destitute, deserted or battered women or victims of rape the unwed mothers, spinsters and the deserted old, especially from the labour classes It will seek networking with government and non government agencies and organizations involved in women’s development especially in skills training production and marketing in and outside the country and to act as nodal agency for women’s skill development programmes and to take up issues related to women.

It will help women to borrow or raise loans from government/ non’ government organizations or financial institutions on the security of the assets of the society or otherwise for such amounts as are required for the implementation of the objectives of the society on such terms and conditions as the general body may decide. It will raise funds by subscription donation,  contributions and by other means and invest or expend the same for the implementation of the society’s objectives. The Society will also invest its funds in banks, financial institutions, other approved securities, fixed deposits and landed properties and will realize the same by sale or otherwise.

It can make alterations or amendments to these provisions and rules and regulations for efficient smooth functions.

These are the lofty objectives of the society. The management of the society shall be vested in a governing body of five members. The duties will be clearly spelt out, like dealing with application for membership, incurring expenses, appointing staff, purchase, selling, construction, hire or leasing etc of properties, reviving grants donations etc, incurring expenditure for the running of the society etc.

With such lofty aims it is not surprising that it invited comments like “bangled fists wield heavy stones and erect structures in concrete.

    Photo bangled hands with a Kolasery****

She came from the shadows,weighed

Down by centuries of doma and 

Domination.

But soon she proved an invaluable

Part of the Indo-Dutch Water Supply and 

Sanitation Programme.

With a little support and encourage

Ment she revealed her prowess in

Independent decision-making/

 And in matters vital to her and her 

Family she voiced her opinions loud

And clear.

Fortified thus with her new-found 

Pride and dignity,she has emerged

Bold and confident.

Today she stands at the crossroads of

Change,a beacon of hope lighting up

The way for others to follow

Thresiamma or JEEVAPOORNA? Or Both?. ..

.




The Ten commandments are





Have a definite purpose or aim…like becoming an efficient mason





Use the means diligently means participate in the training with eagerness and attentiveness. 





Have firm decisions: “I will become a clever mason whatever the hurdles or struggles.





Have confidence that “I can do it”.





Readiness to go on trying, “Even if I do not succeed after several attempts I will still go on trying”. 





Cooperation: “I must be ready to cooperate with the other members of the team and with the trainers”.





Unity: “Together we can do it” 





Hard work: “Be ready to work hard and win”





Forbearance: “Willingness to accept, respect and support one another inspite of their shortcomings and temperaments.” 





(10)	Faithfulness and Punctuality: “ Be very honest and faithful in what we do and to one another”.
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