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The Socio Economic Unit 
Foundation (SEUF) is a 
non-governmental 
organisation (NGO), 
registered under the 
Travancore-Cochin 
Literary, Scientific and 
Charitable Societies 
Registration Act 1955 
(No.491/95) in 1995. It 
was launched in 1988 with 
Dutch aid, to provide 
water supply and 
sanitation with people's 
participation. Construction 
of latrines in schools and 
for people below the 
poverty line was part of 
the programme, which 
was implemented in 16 p-
anchayats. Other features 
of the programme 
included educating the 
people about the need for 
sanitation, and instilling a 
civic sense in them. 
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managing any problems that arose. 

Another observation worth mentioning is that 
the women's work was of higher quality. In fact, 
the products made by the women (such as the 
MCR tiles, pre-fabricated door and window 
frames and cement blocks} were priced higher 
than those made by men. The women claim 
that their products have a high demand due to 
the quality of their work. However, it was said 
that the women could not always meet the 
demand. 

The head engineers who were working with the 
women in training and supervising them 
indicated that while the women take longer to 

learn than men, and are somewhat slower, they 
did not have any of the bad habits that the men inherently acquire such as 
drinking and gambling leading to carelessness. The women on the other hand 
are punctual and always produce quality work. 

Women through their 'pakka dealings' (reliable dealings) have been able to 
create a customer base (with the help of the quality, honesty, and punctuality of 
their work). Quality here means that there were no malpractices involved in the 
products made by them in terms of mixing of the materials, quality of the material 
etc. Due to these norms, the women were able to decide the rates of their 
products/services on their own. 

Women have also contributed in filling up the gaps left by the men masons. A 
number of men in the Kerala region migrate to the Gulf for construction work 
resulting in gap in the labour force in Kerala. The women in the Thrissur district 
have risen up to this challenge and provided quality labour. 

The women masons, when making rural houses contribute to the design process 
as well. The household women had full faith in these masons that they will be 
provided with decent sized and properly ventilated kitchen. The women masons 
would set up a small model with ropes and sticks to demonstrate the way the 
house would be planned. After the plan has been approved by the head 
engineers and the households, the construction work was started on ground. 
These plans always took into account the needs of the entire family, along with 
being aesthetically and technically accurate. In fact, in many of the kitchen 
designs the women masons have encouraged the construction of smokeless 
chulhas (cook stoves). These, they say not only prevent smoke and soot inside 
the kitchen, but were also good for the health of the women and the family. 

In all, the women masons of JEEWOMS were confident employees who had 
made an impact in the society around them. These women always stood tall and 
were not afraid oftaking on any challenge. Through their work, they had ensured 
quality, regularity, and honesty- characteristics even engineers find missing in 
men's work. Most of this is the manifestation of the dire need of the women to 
earn a better livelihood for her family. However, these characteristics can also 
find links with tradition; male workers till date consider themselves 
indispensable, but women do not. Women inherently realise that if their work is 
not above standards, they will be replaced fast. 

CHALLENGESANDRESPONSE 

Man I 

Mani, abandoned by her 
husband, was forced to 
take up work as a male 
mason's helper 19 years 
ago. After two years of 
working as a helper, 
JEEWOMS came to one of 
the construction sites that 
were giving out application 
forms for literate women 
helpers to train as masons. 
Mani when offered a form, 
shrugged it off as she could 
hardly read or write, having 
studied only up to class 2. 
However, one of her peers 
recommended her name 
and JEEWOMS made an 
exception in Mani's case, 
training her as a mason in 
their first batch. This 
exception was the turning 
point in Mani's life. 

Through JEEWOMS, she 
was trained in technical and 
social factors needed in 
masonry. This training 
helped her to come out of 
her shell. Mani started 
dreaming of becoming a 
great mason. Seventeen 
years since, she is may be 
the only woman contractors 
in the Thrissur area. Over 
the years, with the help of 
JEEWOMS she has 
travelled to other states to 
conduct several trainings 
for women in other 
southern states, especially 
during the 2008 Tsunami. 
She has even trained some 
foreigners in masonry. Mani 
has received a reward for 
her work from an 
agricultural university in 
Kerala. 

Today, Mani works 
independently, despite 
having suffered a major 
setback in her health as 
she fell from a rooftop. This, 
she says is disappointing 
since she could still 
contribute a lot. Yet she is 
very proud of her work. 
Masonry, Mani believes, is 
not ordinary work. To do 
this you have to be 
physically, mentally, and 
socially strong - especially 
if you are a woman. 

The society has some major challenges while training the women. Firstly, the women had to be convinced 
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that they could do the work that the men were doing. Secondly, 
coordinating with the timings of the women proved to be difficult. The 
women had many other responsibilities and coming to a consensus 
regarding the timings was a challenge. It is only after the training was over 
and the women started earning, that they adjusted to the new timing 
systems. During the training, the women were given a stipend to 
encourage them to work. Thirdly, in the initial stages, a number of trained 
women did not continue their work. This, however, was addressed by 
establishing a criterion for training. 

Another challenge was in terms of the societal notions regarding women 
masons. Demonstrating that the women could do this work effectively was 
extremely difficult. In fact, initially any construction done by the women 
would be broken down by the male masons as they felt the women were 
encroaching on their work sphere. The women had to face a constanttirade r.....;::oa...,;....

of verbal abuse for a while. It is only after the people started seeing the 
quality ofthe women's work that they started to give them space. 

Trade unions posed problems for the income generation activities of the women especially in the case of 
loading and unloading material. In Kerala, these activities come under the purview of the state trade union, 
and they are carried out by men. In the case of the making of the prefabricated cement block and MCR tiles, 
the women would not be allowed to load the trucks with the finished products, which could aid them in earning 
an extra income. In this situation, the society had to intervene and negotiate with the union, to enable the 
women to carry out this work. 

Unresolved issues 

A major issue that seems to be unresolved is the pride attached to the work. Although the women were happy 
to do the work and identified themselves with masonry, they do not want to involve their children in the same 
sector saying that the work is very difficult and that they want a better life for their children. Linked somewhat 
to this issue is the absence of young women at the society. Most of the women working with the society as 
masons seem to be involved in production of construction material and are in the age bracket of 35 plus, 
which means that mostly all have been involved with the society since the beginning. Younger women were 
missing in action, although trainings for Kudumsari's (women groups) and a Panchayat block had been 
conducted. The society is now aiming to involve some ofthese women full time at their production centres, to 
enable the continuity ofthese centres. 

Another issue that seems to be unresolved in the production centres is the erratic electricity supply, causing 
major disturbances in production. It was also mentioned that acquiring material was troublesome as well. 
The cement for the blocks was easily available but the baby metal was a problem due to frequent strikes and 
shortages in the state. This did cause a gap between demand and supply. Despite this, the women were able 
to make close to 5,000 bricks in a month. However, due to the above-mentioned problems, the women were 
prevented from taking any advance orders, as they could never be sure ofthe material and electricity supply. 
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