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Preamble

It is now four decades since ‘gender’ as a development issue came into focus. Both Government and Non-Government organizations have centered their attention on women’s development. The approaches have varied.: (1) The Welfare Approach emphasized women’s role as wives and mothers with provision of resources in support of their needs in domestic arena such as nutrition, education, family planning, health facilities, food aid, availability of fuel and water – in essence, on the reproductive roles of women helping them to meet their practical gender needs. (2) The Equity Approach seeks to promote women’s status, power and control so that they are more equal with men; seeks to challenge the power of men over women and to end discrimination; working through changes in legislation concerned with women’s rights; is a top-down intervention from the state. This approach recognizes women’s triple role and meets strategic gender needs. (3) The Anti-Poverty Approach aims to increase women’s income- earning capacity through income generating projects, skills training, introduction of appropriate technologies, literacy. Women’s poverty was seen as problem of under-development and not of subordination. The focus is on productive role and meets the practical gender needs. (4) The Efficiency Approach views women as a major resource in development and not beneficiaries of intervention; seeks the participation of women; recognizes women’s triple role with a focus on productive and community managing roles and meets the practical gender needs. (5) Empowerment Approach emerged from women involved in liberation struggles, articulated by feminists. The purpose is to empower women through greater self-reliance as they seek to influence their own change and their right to determine their own choices in life and gain access to and control over resources; meets both strategic and practical gender needs.

Yet, women work longer hours than men, much of their work under-valued, unrecognized and unappreciated and the threats of violence is still on the lives of women from womb to tomb.

In short, there appears to be something “very critical” to gender as an issue that requires our attention. This critical element is increasingly gaining recognition, identified as “MINDSET” of men and women, a product of socialization process. The ‘mindset’ of male and female is deep-rooted as the social norms get internalized from the time an individual is born. In-built in the mind-set is the position/status which is hierarchical, giving men a primary status and women a secondary one. Not only men feel superior but women accept their secondary status and they are self-effacing with a tendency to project men as superior.

Any change in the ‘mindset’ is not easy. It takes time and effort to take a critical look at one’s own ‘mindset’ as a male or female and strongly feel a need for change and work through the process of socialization.

This paper describes a program of gender-sensitization of rural women in Tamil Nadu in late 80s and 90s. With its focus on the rural women, reflecting on their perceptions and the social experiences that nurture and sustain their perceptions, helping them to look at their own ‘mindset’ make it relevant even to-day when the women’s position continues to be what it is !    
Source of Inspiration for Gender-Sensitization Program of Rural Women

The inspiration for visualizing and putting into action a gender-sensitization program of rural women was derived from a study of ‘Position of Women in Small and Marginal Farming Households in Tamil Nadu ‘in which I was involved in 1986-87. Living for a month each in two villages in two districts, observing, interviewing individuals and groups of women, visiting farms, markets, auctions of farm produce, casual conversations with men and women in the village made the whole experience long-lasting for me. The study analyses and findings, especially women’s limited access to and control over farm and home resources with of course a very heavy load of work, and their acceptance of their subordinate or less powerful status or position as what it should be, as it is their tradition and that it helps in maintaining relationships among the family members, both male and female - - struck me. The study also revealed that the beliefs of men and women, (around the tasks they are expected to perform or not expected to perform; around their behavior in the family or community, in all that they do/do not do), are at the base of their behavior.  An element of fear built in to the beliefs of especially women

(there will be floods and destruction if women performed tasks that are considered men’s tasks and vice versa) was evident. In short, it is the mind-set of women/men in these village communities that is at the root of acceptance of the normative behavior visible.

This pointed to a need for women and men, especially women to give themselves time and space to look at themselves as women , in other words, their own perceptions of themselves and also gain an insight as to why they perceive the way they perceive.  I believed that this process would help them to bring to the fore what they think and feel about themselves as women and thus understand their own ‘mindset’, which is the first step in any change that they see themselves as women and their social status. 

Gender-sensitization Program of Rural Women  
A detailed plan for a program on gender-sensitization of rural women in Tamil Nadu was visualized and put into action, with requests from and support of various non-government organizations in Tamil Nadu.  In visualizing the program, I took the initiative in outlining a plan and discussed with my friends with experience in development program organization with a focus on people. 

The purpose of the program is to help women to develop their inner convictions regarding their capabilities to improve the quality of their lives. This can be learned through liberating educational processes of programs emphasizing 
(1) critically looking at  one’s own perceptions of oneself  as a woman;
(2) reflecting on one’s own beliefs that control one’s behavior in the family and community;

(3) clarifying one’s own value positions through analyzing one’s actions;

(4) questioning the cultural and social environment which have a powerful and decisive influence on the individual’s right to make choices.

The approach is one of choosing very familiar life experiences in the cultural and social environment of women in rural areas of Tamil Nadu and presenting the same in the form of structured activities. This would enable them to reflect on their own life situation and respond in the non-hierarchical environment of the program.
Program participants: The participants, in many programs carried out, included  women/leaders of women’s groups from the villages in the NGO project area; women field staff (in a few programs, women and men field staff); facilitators and observers. In almost all the programs we had two facilitators. A total of about 25 participated in each program. The group size was kept up to a limit to enable individual participation and group interactions in small and large groups. Generally the groups were mixed in terms of age (around 16 to 40 years) and marital status (single, married, deserted) and literacy levels (non-literates, semi-literates and literates).The field staff, mostly women, were animators who were engaged in various development activities of the organization with women and in some cases it was health workers or women engaged in specific areas of development.  
Duration of the program: A minimum of three days was considered useful. It was residential so that women could be there fully and the evenings were utilized in such a way that they could enjoy as well as reflect (such as watching a movie and discussing the same).     

Language used for communication was Tamil. The modes of communication were both oral and visual.

The Program:

The program included two parts; each part consisting of a set of structured activities to enable women to involve themselves in the process of action and reflection.

Part I: Perception of oneself as a person and as a woman: Consisted of activities that focused on reflection on one’s own perception of oneself as a person and a woman;
 Part II: Social origin of Women’s perceptions of themselves: Consisted of activities that focused on reflection of socio-cultural settings in which women participants live, that help them internalize the social norms governing their behavior. 
Besides these two sets of activities, a set of simple games to keep up the interest of the group was also kept ready. When a need arises, these were played for a short duration.
PART I:  Perception of Oneself as a Person and as a Woman
The structured activities for self-analysis were for analysis of oneself as a person and as a woman. Some of the basic activities used are given below. The description includes three parts for each activity, namely, the activity, the reflection questions and the responses of the participants. This will help the readers to understand the participatory process in action.
Activity 1: Introducing Self

Task: Every one of the participants is to introduce oneself by her name, her village, her work and any other information she wants to share with the group about herself. 
Reflection Questions: What did you all share or did not share? Why?
Do you like your name? What does it mean? Do women have names which indicate some typical characteristics of women? What do these names given to us tell us about ourselves? Do they prescribe some behavioral norms to us?
Responses: The information shared by the participants were limited to their names, village and their work. A few shared their educational level. It was found that they shared what was asked, though there was no hesitation in sharing what they shared.

When asked about the meanings of their names, then there was lot of interest, as names such as Mohana, Shantha / Shanthi, Valliammal, Azhagu, Thenu, Kamala, Senthamarai, Samanthi etc., indicating the soft nature, dependency (Valli is creeper which is dependent on some support to climb on), beauty, honey, names of flowers again indicating soft and beautiful.   

Activity 2: Looking at oneself and sharing strengths and weaknesses

Task: Each one of the participants to turn to the person sitting next to her, come face to face and make a pair. Each in the pair to think about one strength and one weakness she has and mutually share with each other. Each one is to introduce her partner to the whole group.
Reflection Questions: What do we see as our strengths? What do we see as our weaknesses?  How free or limited the expressions of strengths and weaknesses? Why?
Responses: Most of the participants cited their strengths as their skills in agricultural operations they were engaged in , such as transplanting, weeding, harvesting and so on and weaknesses as limited years of schooling. A few saw their strength as helping others and one said that her strength is speaking openly. The expressions were limited to some accepted external traits more than getting into one self and talking about one’s internal traits. As the task involved required thinking about oneself, communicating it to the partner and she in turn communicating it to the group meant a complex process, which may have limited their responses to some traits acceptable and safe. 
Activity 3: Looking at Oneself in Different Ways

Task : The group is asked to arrange themselves on a chosen basis. The facilitator suggested the following bases:  Height-wise, Weight-wise, Age-Wise, Interest-wise.

Further the participants are asked to identify their own bases and arrange themselves.

Reflection Questions:  How did you see yourself with reference to others in the group? Why?  What are some of the bases identified by the women in the group? Do they mean they are important for women in their lives? 
Do all of us, in general, feel important? If yes, why do you feel you are important? Give one reason. 

Responses: Participants organized themselves according to height paying lot of attention. They found re-organizing according to weight and age more difficult. The bases they themselves identified are complexion, small or big in size, marital status, childless/having children. The women gave importance to skin color, size, marriage and motherhood. Almost the woman’s life as they understood is summarized here.
When they were asked to arrange themselves according to their importance, all grouped themselves in one place. When asked for reasons for one’s own importance, almost all of them felt that they are important as they serve others: ‘I cook and serve food for all at home’; ‘I help my mother’; I help in farm work’; ‘what will my children do without me?’ It is interesting to note that they see their importance in relation to others rather than in relation to oneself.

.
Activity 4: Describing a ‘Big Event’ in Their Lives

Task: In groups of three, each participant is to share a ‘big event’ in her life; one of them to report to the whole group about the kinds of ‘big events’ shared in the small group.

Reflection Questions:  What kinds of ‘events’ are described as “BIG”? Do all women share similar types of events, in other words, anything common in the events described? How and Why? Do women think the men would think the ‘big event’ the same way as they did? How? Why?

Responses: The activity was thoroughly enjoyed by the participants. When they were asked for one event, they narrated several events. When asked for a summary in the big group, each one wanted to narrate once again. Events described when classified showed –deaths, accidents, major illnesses, shock, injustice (thrown out of the house by her husband, still waiting for him to come and take her), mishaps one after another, failure in school and dropping out, cure of illness, unexpected help, justice (biological father claiming his daughter from the foster father after long years – fought in the court of law - the court upheld her wish to remain with her foster father).

Most of the events described were sad events with the exception of a few. When asked, would this be true of men? Women responded in Chorus “No” They said, men will talk more about their achievements; women are more involved in family matters, hence the sad events affect them most. They are left with the questions – Are women expected to be more responsible for everything within the family than men? How do you feel about it?
Activity 5:  A Day in My Life

Task:  In groups of five, taking turns, each one to describe a typical day in one’s life. Those who could write are to list the tasks of their daily routine. After completion of this, they were asked to think about the daily routine of men in their homes and make a list of tasks done by men. Both lists are to be displayed by each group for discussion in the big group.
Reflection Questions:  How do you, as women, perceive your daily routine? Do you stop to think about your daily chores and load of work you carry?  How do you, as women see men’s routine work by itself and also in comparison with women’s work?

Responses:  The groups were active in discussing and listing out their daily chores. Those who could write listed out the tasks on a chart paper. Their list included a list of household  chores such as cleaning, cooking and child-care tasks; other jobs frequently done such as making broomsticks, weaving baskets, stitching leaves, stitching clothes, gathering fuel and fodder, milking, processing paddy (parboil, pound), grinding grains and wet grinding. As health workers/field staff of NGOs listed house-visits, treating minor illness, talking about preventive measure, looking into their environmental cleanliness etc.,

When they started listing men’s tasks women often said that they did not have many tasks to list. For men, the list included mostly agricultural tasks, mostly seasonal – ploughing, bunding, bullock bailing of water for irrigation, plucking seedlings, harvesting, thrashing, cutting trees, digging wells, carrying earth, cleaning wells, constructing houses, trading, enacting plays, beating drums, singing songs. Women also made an additional list for men:  Drinking toddy, smoking beedi, lazying around, beating women, coming home as they pleased and demanding food, engage in unnecessary bickerings.
When the lists were displayed and read out, spontaneous remarks sparked  from the participants, “Women do so much. We never knew we did so much of work. Men seem to have very little to do. Their main job consists of  agricultural tasks, in which women also do their tasks.

The women were quite involved in the whole exercise.

Activity 6: Self- Image

Task: Every one of the participants is to imagine oneself as a vegetable/food item/animal/bird etc., and speak out what is imagined, one by one, to be listed on the board. The list has both the name of the participant and the item imagined and expressed.

Reflection Questions:  How important is the item imagined for the woman concerned? What makes it important? Any quality of the vegetable/food item/animal/bird imagined is found in the person imagining it? 

Responses:  There was lot of interest in speaking out the name of vegetable/food item/animal/bird the women imagined themselves to be. Every one had spoken. The list included many things they had in the village. Some of the responses were: One woman said that she imagined herself as a ‘pumpkin’. When asked about its importance, she said that it is brought first for all auspicious occasions in the village. When asked to relate this trait to her own self, she responded quickly that she likes to be present on all these occasions before any one else. Another woman said that she imagined herself as ‘rice’. According to her, rice is the staple food of all in the village.  She considered herself as important as rice. Some may have spoken the food items just like that. But it certainly helped them to think through the traits or characteristics of the food item imagined and to relate these traits to their own. The women talked about this session outside and made it a point to report about it the next day.

Activity 7: Looking at Oneself in a Mirror

Task:  A mirror is given to one of the participants. She is asked to take a quick look at herself in the mirror and say whatever she sees/ feels. Thus the mirror is passed on quickly from one to another until everyone has a chance to look at oneself. 
Reflection Questions:  Everyone to think ‘What did I see in the mirror?’ ‘How did I see myself?’  Did you see yourself as what others have told about you or as you have always thought about yourself?

Responses:  It was interesting to watch how every one is interested in looking at oneself in the mirror. The woman who held the mirror first saw some mark on her face and pointed it. Those who took turns after her were pointing to some mole or a pimple or some mark of healed wound and so on.  There was a tendency to keep looking for something similar to what was said by others. When this was pointed out and the task was repeated then each one brought out some of the physical features of oneself such as curly hair, big ears, sharp nose and also expressions of the whole face such as serious/cheerful/ sad/happy reflecting one’s own mood(s) were made. When asked about whether their expressions were what others have told them or what they thought about themselves, the responses were mixed – realizing that they see themselves as others see them.

Activity 8:  A Day in a Woman’s Life:  Reading the Story of Chellamma in ‘Jeevidhathin Ul Vattam’  

Note: In different programs with NGOs, different stories were used. They were all stories with focus on women and their issues, published in popular Tamil Magazines. 

Task: In groups of eight or ten, a selected story ‘Jeevidhathin Ul Vattam’ (Inner Circle of Life/Living) by Melanmai Ponnusamy is to be read (a literate member to read or narrate the story), listened to, reflect and respond. 

The story is a vivid description of the life of Chellamma – a day in her life – when there is failure of monsoon – a deserted woman with two kids a boy and a girl, leaving kids and home at dawn, walking seven miles to make a living, digging knee-deep in black-soil with a pickaxe for getting a few kilograms of a root (Venthatti root) which can be sold for a few rupees , to buy her daily requirements. As one reads, the scenes come alive with the struggles of a deserted woman and her emotional bonds with her children.  

Reflection Questions: How true to life is the story read/heard? Do women in the group or women in their villages struggle as ‘Chellamma’? What is her day like? How does it compare with one’s own day’s chores? How hard is the life of women? Do women feel more responsible than men for their family? If yes, why?

Responses: The story was listened to with all attention by the participants. Many women in each group identified with the character of Chellamma or they said that there are women in their villages leading a similar life like Chellamma. All the hardships faced by her are true to life.  

PART II:  Social Origin of Women’s Perceptions of themselves
For enabling women in understanding the social roots of the normative behavior of men and women in their village communities, a series of activities were planned for women to respond. A variety of information regarding the socio-cultural situations – those that influence women/men in internalizing the social norms were gathered and utilized as the base of the program activities. Also family life situations are brought alive by women from their own experiences. 

Activity 1:  Proverbs on Women

Task:  The participant women are asked to speak out some of the proverbs they use or they have heard in their families and communities.  These are listed. Additional list of collected proverbs on women is added, if necessary. In small groups of four or five, each group taking two or three proverbs, is to discuss the meaning of each proverb, the behavior prescribed therein or the description of women as given in the proverb and also the purpose served by the prescriptions for women in their own lives.

Reflection Questions:  Do you agree or disagree with what is described or prescribed in the proverb for women? How do these proverbs help or affect women? Do these proverbs serve as a reference point for your behavior? If yes, how? Why?
Responses: Women could list some of the proverbs in vogue.  The small groups enthusiastically discussed each proverb. For instance, the prescription of “talking minimal” or “not talking back” for women was not practical. There is a limit to remain silent. Too much talking back may create problems in keeping up the relationships which is very important in the family. When put under pressure, we need to talk. Another proverb which interested women was “A woman’s thoughts are after thoughts”. Some narrated their experiences to show that it is true and others felt strongly that it is not true and quoted their own life experiences.

Activity 2:  Role Playing of Acceptable (Good) and Non-acceptable (Bad) Woman

Task:  The participants are asked to form into groups of five. Each group is to enact ‘true to life’ scene from everyday life in their families  - the scene bringing in one ‘good’ woman and one ‘bad’ woman. After preparing for 15 minutes each group is to present their play. After the role plays a discussion is to follow.
Reflection Questions: Did you enjoy the roles you played? Are the scenes depicted realistic? What are the outcomes of the depictions? Who is a ‘Good’ woman? And who is a ‘Bad’ woman?  From where and how did you learn who is a ‘Good’ woman and who is a ‘Bad’ woman?  What do these characteristics mean in absolute terms? Is there a limit? Who fixes the limit? Do these depictions apply only to women? How do you feel?
Responses: The plays were thoroughly enjoyed by all the participants. Some young women who said that they were not used to enacting roles did take up roles and did well. The scenes enacted were considered to be realistic, i.e. common scenes found in the village homes. 

The characteristics depicted for a ‘Good’ woman, as listed from the scenes were: 

Patience, submissiveness, hard-working (doing all the work at home), ability to bear anything (strong hearted), serving others at home and her behavior should be praised by others. The characteristics depicted for a ‘Bad’ woman were: talking back, non-submissive, avoiding work, cheating, having questionable relationship with married men, being proud of her education.   

Further discussion on how we learned these traits, it was said that the parents and the village community teaches the girls the desirable characteristics. She is constantly pointed out when she violates. We should take responsibility for these prescriptions and more so for their impositions!
Activity 3:  Listening to the Movie Song “Aavadum Pennale, Azhivadum Pennale”(Women make and unmake)
Task:  A popular movie song “Aavadum Pennale, Azhivadum Pennale” is played using a tape-recorder and comments on the song invited from the participants

Reflection Questions: Did every one enjoy the song? What do you feel about the theme? Can we imagine a song “Aavadum aanale, Azhivadum Aanale”?  What does the theme of the song indicate? Are women held responsible for whatever happens, much more than men? Should men be equally responsible?
Responses: There were several participants who could sing the song played. They were very familiar with the song. This was true of most of the young participants. The spontaneous comment that was striking was that the song brings out both good and bad deeds of women and hence it is balanced and acceptable. They were happy with the importance given to women in the song. The song brings out the constructive qualities of women as chastity, motherhood, devotion to one’s husband, love and affection; and the destructive qualities of women as her lust and passion.  There appears to be a tendency to accept the messages, as it sounds that she is shown as both good and bad. 
Activity 4: Listening to a poem “Padikkamale Pattangal” ( Degrees/Titles sans Studies) 

Task: A short poem written by one of the NGO staff Padikkamale Pattangal is read out by a literate participant. The poem depicts the status of women poignantly. The English version of the Tamil poem reads:
We women get ‘Titles’ without studying

· When we get married to the man we love; we are ‘Runaways’

· When we are left by the man we married ; we are ‘Deserted’

· When cots swing and the cradles do not swing; we are ‘Barren’

· When the man we married dies; we are ‘Widows’

· When we become victims of sex; we are ‘Blemished’

For no reason, we women only get titles without studying!!  
Reflection Questions:  Is this depiction true in your community?  What do these ‘Titles’ mean to you as a woman?  How are these women seen by the community? Are such women singled out and treated differently? What do you feel about it?

Responses:  Women’s response was one of surprise as they have never looked at all these terms used for women at the same time. They agreed that it is true in their communities. Women do get affected by such categorization and isolation. In general we seem to have accepted them and only those who are affected have experienced the suffering. It is taken for granted. We need to think!   
Activity 5:  Looking at a Picture of a Family Scene

Task: A picture of a rural agricultural family scene, in which the roles of men and women, boys and girls are reversed, is shown to the participants for a few seconds and after a minute or two displayed on the wall/board. (Annexure 1)
Reflection Questions: What do you see in the picture? What do you feel about what you see? How deep-rooted are the roles of women in your selves? How did you learn your roles?  What purposes the roles serve? Can we at all change our roles? 

Responses:  An exclamatory expression was writ large on the faces of women participants. Several voices were heard at the same time, exclaimed “Look at the man minding the Chula and cooking and the woman on her way out with a plough!! “Look here a boy is taking care of the baby and the girls are playing marbles!!” As they were speaking out, they were smiling, probably imagining a real life situation such as the one represented the one in the picture!  It is unbelievable said a few. When we see something different than what we are used to seeing we are shocked and also amused.  Yes! We have learned them from our parents and the whole community, mostly through imitation.

Can it ever be different?
Activity 6:  Reading/Listening to an article on “Our Body, Our Life”

Task:  An article published in a popular Tamil Daily ‘Dinamani’ (a special issue on women: Magalir Malar’96) titled “OUR BODY & OUR LIFE”, a compilation of scientific information on woman’s body-parts with pictures and also the social environment that affects her life, by ‘Manasi’ is Xeroxed and presented to the participants, organized in small groups of five. It is ensured that one or two of the participants are literate to enable them to read and explain to the group.    
Reflection Questions: The article raises several questions such as ‘How is the sex of the child determined? What is menstruation?  What is pre-menstrual syndrome and the conditions associated with it?  What is family planning and some of the measures of family planning?  What are some of the common ailments such as anemia, white discharge etc. types of cancer affecting different body parts of women – breast, uterus, cervix and ovaries and the measures to check?    

With reference to the social environment, the article raises questions: Why is the sex-ratio in India declining? How does the socio-cultural environment contribute to declining sex-ratio? How does Science & Technology affect the girls in the womb?  How prevalent is the preference for the male child? How does this affect women’s lives?  What are the social restrictions for mobility and freedom for girls once they attain puberty?  What are some of the beliefs related to menstruation and the social customs that help/affect the girls/women? How are men/ women seen by our society? How does this perception affect women more than men? How does the society explain the creation of sex-workers? 

Responses:  In many programs where this paper was used, women listened with rapt attention. They wanted to take a copy of the paper whether they were literate or non-literate. They were talking about it even outside the session. They expressed that they were not aware of the information presented in the paper, as many said that they do suffer from many of the stated bodily afflictions. With the connections made between the socio-cultural beliefs around the various stages of their lives and their illnesses related to their bodies made sense. In one of the programs where men were part of the group, the information helped them to understand women and their health conditions. They  said that all these years we never understood the kinds of suffering women have and  they are ashamed of taking them for granted.
Activity 7: Watching the Movie ‘SIRAI’ (Prison)

Task:  It is not difficult to show a movie in the villages with a television screen and video equipment. Women in Tamil Nadu are interested in watching a movie, as it is their recreation. In different programs we had, we had shown different movies. Some of the movies shown are: SIRAI (Prison), POO ONDRU PUYALAHIRADU (A flower becoming a cyclone), KALKI (Kalki is the name of the heroine who rebels the normative behavior expected of her in married life). Here one of the shows is presented in detail.  
In the first program, Tamil movie ‘SIRAI’ (Prison) is selected and shown in the evening for women both as recreation as well as reflection on the characters and their own value positions regarding the behavior of the characters. 

SIRAI is chosen because it is considered radical, in the sense, it depicts a woman totally different from the normative picture of a woman in the village community even to-day.

The heroine of the movie, a woman from the lower middle class, a victim of the lust of the hero (a rich man) behaves totally in an unaccepted fashion. Instead of ending her life as women generally consider that it is not worth living after losing oneself, she decides to question the man (the unquestionable hero) who made her life miserable. She makes him responsible for his action by making her way into his house for her food and shelter, yet punishing him by remaining inaccessible to him otherwise. She changes the course of his life. She bears all the social ridicules but remains undeterred. 

Reflection Questions:  Which character did you like; the hero or heroine or any other? What is so striking in that character? Why? 

Responses:  The participants watched the movie for three hours. Individually they were asked to speak out the character she liked. It was indeed amazing that except one middle aged woman, young and old in the group said that they liked the hero. The reason given was quite striking. The one and only reason was that he changed from a man of vices to a good man, not only taking responsibility for his action but also taking responsibility for all people around him in the village. He could have done anything to her but he did not do. Only one participant liked the character of the heroine. She gave the reason that the heroine really had the guts to question the unquestionable man, almost compelling (not in words but in her actions) him to be responsible for her basics of living and keeping him aloof at the same time. He could not but change because of her.
It was quite revealing to see that the changed man was quite striking for them than the radical, very powerful character of a heroine who changed his behavior. Man is superior in that he could have done anything and he did not do. Hence he is still more superior. 

The participants were left with the question, why do we see the man as superior when he takes responsibility for his action? Do we see women the same way? What makes us see men and women differently? From where did we learn this?

Activity 8: Understanding Position of Women in General: Reading a Paper

Task: A copy of a paper on the “Position of Women in India” (mainly based on a compilation of census data) is given to each of the three groups. The paper is then read out in the group either by the facilitator or one or more of the participants individually or jointly.  It is an exercise planned to extend their village to the macro level.

Reflection Questions: Think about your own village and compare the national data given in the paper with the village as they perceive or with any data they have regarding any aspect of the village.

Responses: The participants listened to the reading with all ears. Everyone wanted to take a copy home. Even those who could not read said that  they can get it read again by someone in their own village.  Some of the health workers had data about birth and death of infants in their village for the past year. This was shown to be in tune with the national figures, i.e. higher female infant mortality.    
III. Responses of Women Participants to the Whole Program / 
       Learning From the Program

The responses for the whole program of three days were expressions of either their discovery of themselves or their understanding of women in society. Their expressions are as follow:
· I did not know how to speak in a group. Now I have spoken. I have gained some confidence that I can speak;
· I came to know about my own importance;
· I have attended programs. We generally discussed and accused or found fault with others. In this program I thought about myself. How should I be? How can I get ahead and move on.
· We looked at our own strengths and weaknesses.
· Hardships are faced by all. It is not peculiar for me.
· I had an opportunity to hear the ‘big events’ in others’ lives and I could think of one in my own life.
· I liked the discussion on ‘big’ events and the story ‘Aval’. I have been a fighter and I have come back to live with my husband through panchayat. 
· I liked ‘looking at the mirror exercise’ and the ‘role playing’ I have gained courage to speak and I feel I have less worries now;
· I cannot read or write. I came for this meeting without telling my husband. I have learned several things. I must be courageous.
· I liked the plays showing the behavior of women
· Men and women are different in the society to-day. 
· Women work more than men.
· In our society when a man does anything wrong it is not taken so. Even when a woman does something right, she is not given importance. We should give importance to women;
· Women face lot of hardships and I am concerned about them.
· Thinking about our selves as women was the learning. We saw these through story, songs, picture and so on. It was useful.
· I learnt about the status of women. I have come to know that I am in that status. I am unhappy about it.
· Though the women have the strength to slog, they do not have the strength to demand the wages they deserve.
· Women should get educated. I felt bad that I am not educated. I want to educate my children.
· I have understood the status of men and women in the village community or society in general. After this program I have not only decided not to differentiate between men and women (men are superior etc.,) but also I have decided to bring up my children without showing difference between boys and girls.
· I did not know what to do when women decried women. Now I know it is essential for every woman to help others see what they have in themselves.
· Every house or every village should have women like Jhansi (movie: Poo ondru puyalahiradu) this will help to lessen the slavish condition of women.
A Non-Government organization  in Tarangambadi in Nagai District in Tamil Nadu  not only had gender-sensitization program organized for their field staff who were young women, also took the program systematically  to all women in the villages they worked over a period of time. More information on women, their entitlements were included in the program as and when they felt the need for the same. This experience was considered valuable by the women in these villages. Voices of the field staff as well as women in the villages reflect the changes in themselves:
· When my son scolded or even beat my daughters i.e. his own sisters, I never used to pull up my son because he is a male. In fact I used to tell my daughters to calm down and be submissive to him. Now I  do not want to differentiate in how and what I do for both my son and daughters  I do not allow such treatment meted out to the girls.(Inbavalli, Kuttiyandiyur)

· A boy sent a letter to my teen-age daughter . I did not make it an issue in my family. I showed the letter to my daughter herself and got to know the truth about the whole situation. I could remain patient and had clarity in my thinking in handling the situation. This is due to the gender training we had. (a member of Tarangambadi women’s sangam)

· I did not like my daughter wearing ‘Chudhidar’. I had an impression that this is not a dress for girls from a decent family. I understood that such impressions and restrictions are our own imagination and it is a sign of our rejecting anything that is different from what we are used to. Now I myself buy the dress and ask her to wear.(SHG member from Perumalpatti)

· I never allowed my daughter to go out alone. She does not relate to people easily. I realized that bringing up girls isolating them from the world around makes them dependent. Now I ask my daughter to participate in the meetings and training programs. (Women’s Group member, Velippalayam)

· Even though I am educated, I was not aware of women’s issues. By attending a session on “Our Body, Our Life” I understood family planning measures, especially in natural ways. This is really useful for me. (Anbu Selvi, Women’s Group Member).

· Earlier I used to get upset when my husband served food for himself and also whenever he carried out household chores. I never allowed him to do his bit. I always felt that he being a male he should not be doing household work, only I must do. In spite of my hardships I carried out all the work at home. With the experiences I had in the training program I have come to understand that I have been brought up to believe that household work is women’s work. Now, I do not feel guilty or upset when my husband shares the tasks in the household. I allow him to do. I do not stop him from doing the chores. (R.Renuka)
· One day when I was returning from work, it was late in the evening; I took a cycle ride with one of our village boys who came that way.  A girl living next door saw this and she pulled me up saying that my behavior is questionable as I had taken the ride with an unmarried boy.   I was not upset as I was clear in my mind that I took the right decision and I did not have any motive other than getting back home in my mind. But I do understand that others can misunderstand. The training should be given to all in the village. (S.Sumathi)

· I used to judge girls as ‘good’ or ‘bad’ with the kind of dress one wears. I am beginning to understand that this is not really true.  I have always seen my father coming home drunk, quarreling with my mother and beating her at times. My mother has always been silent, patient and never protested.  Having seen this from childhood I was under the impression that women should be patient and accept any ill-treatment by men though unfair. Now I have come to understand that this behavior of women is due to her subordinate status and due to the expectations of society regarding normative behavior of women. Should women bear all this cruelty? They need not. This is what I feel now. (P.Subha)

· When I was making wire-bag, I stretched my legs and sat to avoid getting a back-ache. My husband was sitting in front of me. One of our relatives asked me why do you sit with stretched legs in front of your husband? I replied that when my husband repairs nets, he always stretched his legs. No one finds fault with it. Any one sitting for a longtime can get back-ache. I get back-aches as I sit long hours making these wire-bags. I want to prevent back-ache. I do not mean to insult my husband. I see myself speaking with clarity and with a sense of maturity. (Ponnammal) 
· I have always been bold. I have the guts to decide on my own. But , I was confused at times and felt guilty as I am different from other girls. Now I am convinced that I am on the right path. This conviction helps me to take decisions with much better clarity. (Senthil Kumari)

· Earlier as I was shy I hardly spoke. I also thought talking to men is wrong. I should be like ‘Kannagi’. I have gained some clarity and I can see that I am not only enslaved by people around, I seem to enslave myself which comes on the way of my moving forward in anything. (V.Vanitha)

· All women in my family have attended the gender-sensitization program. Hence there is some understanding of our own position within the family and community. Restrictions for girls/women such as talking to outsiders, going out with a purpose are relaxed in our family now. (Ealakshi)
Reflections & Observations:
 
Putting in to action gender-sensitization program of rural women in Tamil Nadu over a period of time with the support of several Non-Government organizations and individuals is an experience in itself.  This experience has shown clearly that the ‘mindset’ of women/men internalized through socialization is deep-rooted and well entrenched in their day to day behaviors.  This is brought out in the responses to the activities such as : Looking at oneself in different ways; Describing a ‘Big’ event; A day in my life; Role Playing acceptable and non-acceptable woman; Listening to the movie song; Looking at the picture of a family scene with reversal of roles; and watching a movie. 

The paper gives importance to the voices of women participants, their responses to every activity; their expressions of learning at the end of three day program; and also the changes within themselves (as voiced by those who were involved in these programs over a period of time). This is crucial in a participatory approach of the program.
One can see the varied responses of women to the gender sensitization process.

It is evident that almost all the women enjoyed most of the structured activities and were quite involved. These activities in themselves may have given them a chance to see themselves in an environment different from their own day to day life and at the same time bringing their life in front of them.  For many the program was found to be useful in finding themselves/discovering their abilities to speak, to act, to listen with attention, to identify one’s own strength, one’s own importance, to gain courage and confidence in themselves.  A few expressed that they have gained clarity in thinking and maturity in their handling situations women faces at home.  For many, the program has created an awareness of themselves as women: women have a heavier responsibility in the family than men; they carry a heavier load of work and that they slog; women have a lower status; women need to help each other to discover each one’s capabilities. Some women have given auto-suggestions to themselves to treat their children, either boy or a girl as equals; educate their children, both boys and girls. It is interesting that women as field staff and members of women’s groups in the villages, who were involved in the program over a period of time could watch their lives intently and perceive the changes within themselves and voice them. This implies that there is a need for continuous involvement of rural women in non-hierarchical participatory process to reflect on themselves and their lives and move forward.
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