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Thank you for supporting Shakti Mats and our work to empower 

communities in India. 

 

 

 

The Shakti Mat Gratitude Factory is based in the village of Narottampur on the 

outskirts of Varanasi where it can be difficult for people to find meaningful 

employment. 

 

When the Shakti Mat factory was first formed in 2008, it was the vision of the 

owners to create a sanctuary for employees where they could become self-

sufficient and financially independent in an inclusive and safe space. Since then, 

production has expanded to Delhi, with the same values of meaningful and 

fulfilling employment. 

 

Today the Gratitude factory employs 74 craftspeople. We provide them with very 

good pay as well as paid leave, paid sick days and paid community days, to 

attend weddings and other important social events. 

 

They receive free meals, free uniforms, free healthcare and free prescriptions.  

 

They have access to Shakti Mat’s Emergency Medical Fund, which takes care of 

them, or anyone in their wider family, who suffers an accident or illness. 

 

 

In March 2019, Shakti Mat visited the Gratitude Factory and conducted 

interviews with the craftswomen there. We have produced this booklet to share 

their personal stories with you. 

 

 

 

Photography by Ruhani Kaur 

Interviews conducted by Roohi Sahay in March 2019 

Transcriptions and translations by Roohi Sahay & Karina Schoenberger 
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VINITA DEVI (30) 

 

“I married young and went to live with my in-laws. They have not been kind to 

me.  I had to rise at 3:30am to start all the kitchen chores, sweeping the house 

and cooking. After that I would go to the fields and do agricultural work. My in-

laws used to insult me, even when I worked so hard, it didn’t matter to them. I 

faced a great deal of trouble because they did not treat me well. 

 

Since I started working at Shakti Mat people have started respecting me more. I 

like working here, I’m in the company of people I enjoy and I feel at peace. Our 

understanding is extremely good, we eat together, sit together, share our 

thoughts, its really nice. We get a lot of benefits here and the work is 

good. Working together keeps us united. 

 

My daughter has just been admitted to the Shakti Mat Scholarship. Now she will 

go to a private school. I’m so happy that she will go to a better school. Seeing her 

go to this school people will learn that she is educated and their mindset will 

change.  My in-laws behave better with me now, they respect me more.  

 

I try to inspire other women from my village to come and work here, but many 

are helpless because they are denied permission by their husbands or their in-

laws”. 
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GEETA DEVI (32) 

 

"Before Shakti Mat, I used to work in bonded labour in someone else’s 

agricultural fields. I sowed and harvested the fields all day, sweating under the 

hot sun which made me exhausted.  Here I have a roof over my head and a fan, 

and I feel relaxed.  We have all sorts of facilities here and the environment is very 

clean and comfortable. 

 

My life has changed so much since I started working here.  See, I’m talking to you 

now! I talk to so many people now that my shyness has gone, before I came here 

I was fearful of talking to people.  Since I have been earning my own money I am 

no longer under pressure. I can save for myself and I’m not dependent on my 

husband’s income anymore.  I have become very independent, now I’m even 

helping my husband out! 

 

We only have female colleagues in the Gratitude Factory, there are no male 

employees.  That’s why no-one in the village ever says anything bad about this 

place, its safe to work here.  I feel like I’m part of a family, all these women are 

like my sisters.  We are all from different castes and religions but all of us are 

treated equally, there is no discrimination between us.   

 

I feel as if I belong here, people are affectionate as well as helpful and then there 

is the amazing work we do.  I feel very dedicated to this place, it feels like my real 

home.” 
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SARITA VERMA (27) 

 

“My husband went away to work in Mumbai. He earned well, but still our 

finances were not good. I have a Bachelor of Arts Degree, but with my husband 

away I had to ask myself if I had any purpose in life. 

 

Since I started working at Shakti Mat all those problems are resolved.  People 

have started to respect me as an independent woman who can do things on her 

own.  Even the women in my village are impressed to see that I work and 

manage my family and raise my child.  I feel the difference in everything I do, 

especially the way I look.  I am earning my own money and I can do things now 

that I couldn’t do before. 

 

I have become so active in life since I started working here, I learn so much from 

the women I work with, it’s a really nice place to work. We get free meals, 

scholarships for our children and access to money for any emergency 

situation. We get whatever holidays we need, and they don’t deduct any money 

from our salary for this.  Plus, the place is so nice and clean, they take care of 

everything here. 

 

This mat is similar to a painkiller, its used for healing pain in one’s body.  We 

enjoy that we are making something good to help the people who buy it.  And 

because they buy it, they are also doing good in return”. 
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POONAM VISHWAKARMA (30) 

 

“My job is to fix the spikes onto the mats.  I fix the buttons and then the disks all 

by hand.  I can make 12 or 13 mats in a day. I’ve been here for a year and half 

and I feel very good. 

 

We get all sorts of benefits here; we get excellent free meals and paid 

holidays.  Even if I have to attend a wedding or a community event, I still get paid 

leave.  If any of us fall sick or there is an emergency, then Shakti Mat take care of 

us and look after us like our guardians.  There is an emergency fund available 

and they will help us out.  Its definitely better than the rest of the factories 

around. 

 

The women here are all from different places and backgrounds.  People in my 

village say to stay away from lower caste people, but here there is absolutely no 

discrimination.  We come and work together and we are all so good with each 

other as well, its lots of fun. Everyone here is definitely like a family to me, I like it 

here more than at home.   

 

My life has changed a lot.  I don’t have to ask for money from my husband 

anymore.  Now men think that we are independent and as its good for us that 

we are earning our own money, we are respected more now”. 
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SUMAN YADAV (19) 

 

“I am 19 years old and I live at home with my parents and my siblings.   My whole 

family is in a better condition since I started working here, now we have 

sufficient food at home.  They pay us very well, its really good.  I earn all by 

myself and I am independent now.   

 

When my father fell sick, Shakti Mat gave us money, they give money to all the 

families in emergency medical situations.  Even when I can’t come to work, I still 

get paid for it. My parents are very happy that I found out about Shakti 

Mat.  They tell everyone that their daughter is working now, its such a happy 

thing. 

 

People from different backgrounds come to Shakti Mat and work and I really like 

the way people are good with each other here, caste doesn’t matter, everyone is 

the same.  We talk, share our stories and we feel so nice. 

 

The Shakti Mat people are very kind people, everything is excellent here, from 

the food to the environment.  The work here has changed my life”. 
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MALA DEVI (23) 

 

“A neighbour told me about this place and I came here looking for work.  I’ve now 

been here for two and half years and I’m always happy working here.  We arrive 

in the morning and all of us together perform the pooja (morning prayer).  After 

that everyone receives the Prasad (offering).  Then we take up the work assigned 

to us.  

 

It’s a very nice place to work in, its always clean and well-managed.  I haven’t 

seen any such factory anywhere else around.  Aunty Amma Ji (Manager) is like a 

mother to us here, we are all like her daughters. Bhaiya Ji (Manager) takes care of 

our children’s education, from the school fees to the uniforms.  Every 

opportunity is available for our children, our girls can study and do well, it’s a 

very nice initiative.  

 

Now that me and my husband are both working, this has definitely made our 

lives better.  I get every facility here, from food to clothes, I have nothing to worry 

about.  A lot has changed, I eat better, dress better, and I enjoy my life. 

 

I feel really good here, making the mats for the foreigners. I hope that they will 

recognise my work here and I would like to say thank you so much to them”. 
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SHAKUNTALA DEVI (22) 

 

“For me and my husband and our three daughters our financial status was really 

poor.  My children used to feel bad about what they didn’t have and there was a 

lot of stress and tension at home.   

 

Since Shakti Mat things are much better.  I was not happy earlier, but now, 

working here I’m so happy.  I don’t have to worry now and I can give anything to 

my children that they want.  I am independent, I earn my own money and I don’t 

have to ask anyone for it anymore, what can be better than this?   

 

It’s a woman-only place here and we work like a family. I can’t think of working 

somewhere else.  Its an amazing place to work and I’m fortunate to be here.   

 

I like that the customers buy the mats I make.  I’m always worried that the spikes 

hurt people when they lie on it, but what I make here is for a good purpose, its 

good for the body, for relieving pain. 

 

Now my 8-year-old daughter has admission to a new and better school under 

the Shakti Mat Scholarship Programme.  Everyone wants their children to do well, 

but this couldn’t have happened without Shakti Mat’s help.  Now my daughter 

will get better guidance and a better future.  It’s a wonderful initiative, my dream 

is being fulfilled”. 
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SUMAN BHARTI (22) 

 

“I saw that all the women were coming into this place for work.  So I also came 

and spoke to Aunty Amma Ji (Manager) and asked for work here.  She explained 

what work is done here in the making of the mats.  Then she let me start working 

here.   

 

Now I have worked here for two years and I like it immensely. The factory is so 

clean and we get a mid-day meal, we get uniforms.  We have paid leaves and free 

healthcare if we are sick, we even get paid leave to go to someone’s wedding.  I 

also know that we can get money from Shakti Mat if we have an emergency 

situation in our life, and this is a very nice thing. 

 

Its really like a family here, we share each other’s thoughts and there are no 

differences, everyone is equal.  Since I came here my confidence has enhanced 

for sure.  I’m independent now and I’m proud of it and everyone is proud of me.  

 

I have now inspired other women from my village to come and work here.  I 

brought someone along with me and got her to talk to Aunty Amma Ji and since 

then she has been working here also.  I feel happy about the fact that all of us 

are working here together.  I feel free here. 

 

I would like to write to all the respected customers to tell them how we are 

working here and to thank them.  Because of them my life has changed for good”. 
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NIVEDITA BHARDWAJ (22) 

 

“I’m so happy that I am making something that benefits others.  I like the fact 

that what I make is being used all over the world, I feel very proud of this.  

 

I am so happy that the people from the foreign counties are concerned about us 

in the villages in India.  They provide all these facilities to us, from paying 

emergency money when we need it to providing us with good pay, medicines, 

good food, paid holidays, I feel really happy.  Its so much better here than in 

other places around and we all feel proud that our company supports us so 

much. 

 

My mother first came here and figured out the place and she was so happy that 

she sent me here.  She likes the fact that I am working in a place where its only 

women.  We live like a family with each other.  I have such nice friends here and I 

can open my heart and talk about anything with them.  The atmosphere is very 

amicable, plus Aunty Amma Ji (Manager) she is a one-stop solution for any issue 

or personal problem that we might have.    

 

I have been working here for two years and it has transformed my life, since now 

I’m independent and proud of myself.  Now I have money and I can buy the 

things I want. Also, my mother is very proud of me, she tells all the other people 

that her daughter has a job here.  Even the people in the neighborhood now say 

‘yes, this girl has proved herself right!” 
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ANITA GOND (35) 

 

“There are eight people in my family home, my husband, my in-laws, two 

daughters, two sons and myself. Everyone went out to work so I didn’t like it at 

home, I was stuck there, but I wanted to work.   

 

Some women from my neighbourhood came here to work, and they always used 

to talk about what they do here and all the benefits they get.  One day I came 

here and met everyone and I was really impressed to see how the women were 

working together.  

 

Nisha (Manager) showed me how to stitch and do other jobs and now I come 

here and work and enjoy everyone’s company, I made everyone my friend 

here.  I feel confident and independent.  I earn and spend money for my children, 

I am proud that I am doing it by myself. Its good and clean, and I get everything 

here, from food to medicines to mid-day meals, all kinds of facilities are available 

to us.  

 

There is no other factory around where the working conditions are better than at 

Shakti Mat, it’s the best here. I feel that I am working for the people in foreign 

countries and that they must like our work because we make so many mats.  Its 

such a wonderful place to work, I love it”. 
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Kanchan Patel (20) 

 

“I used to be afraid to do anything on my own.  I was even afraid to go to my 

neighbours house, so I was alone at home all day, depressed and lonely. 

A lady from my village brought me here and so I made an interview, that’s how I 

got this job.  Now I’ve been here for a year and a half.   

 

Many women here are from a poor backgrounds, and sometimes there are 

issues at home.  People fall ill or have an accident.  But we can take as much 

leave as we want here and they don’t deduct our wages.  This is a very good 

initiative, a lot of places they don’t give you more than 2 or 3 days off but here 

we can go on leave for as long as we need until our issues are resolved, and we 

don’t loose any money.   

 

If anyone is in trouble, the others support them. We are all in unity, so everybody 

helps and completes her work.  In this way, Shakti Mat is like a family to me. 

 

Also we know that we fall sick or meet an accident, the people here will extend 

all the facilities to us through the Emergency Medical Fund. They take care of us 

very well and we feel totally comfortable working here. 

 

I feel that the people in different countries must like what we make here.  I 

would like to say to them please keep buying our mats, please keep using them 

and motivating us, because this helps us”. 
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SIRA PATEL (20) 

 

“There have definitely been problems in our family.  The family is big, there is my 

husband, his brothers, their wives and all the children. They are all farmers. The 

people in my neighbourhood don’t like me working here, they say a lot of bad 

things, the usual mentality, that a woman should not work. 

 

But this place is wonderful, we get meals, we get good wages and always paid on 

time.  They never deduct money here, despite how many leaves we want to take. 

I have daughters and I want them to study well and achieve something great in 

life, because I couldn’t, not at the start.  So I work hard and now I lead a life 

where I can take care of my girls’ futures, and this is my only concern.  Whatever 

I earn here gets spent on my children, I use it for their care and that gives me 

happiness. 

 

Now my eldest daughter has been enrolled in the Shakti Scholarship 

Programme. Bhaiya Ji (Manager) invited me to get my child’s admission done and 

now she will go to a new and private school.  I am thrilled that Shakti Mat is 

providing a better education for my girl, I really want her to do well.  

 

My daughter is extremely happy.  She will get all the benefits and she is very 

excited that she will go to the new school.  She already got the new uniform!  I 

want to thank Shakti Mat for being so concerned about us, for being so good to 

us.  They really understand our problems here and they provide us with 

everything, I can ask for nothing more”. 
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SAROJ RAI (19) 

 

“I haven’t studied much.  There were some issues in my family and I saw that my 

parents were not able to cope so I had to stop school.  My brother gave me 

permission to work here and now I have been here for more than two years.  

 

My life has changed a lot, I enjoy myself with the other girls here and I learn lots 

of new things as well.  We eat from each other’s plates, crack jokes and enjoy 

each other’s company.  I came here and realised that I’m independent now and I 

can do things on my own, I can go anywhere I want. I feel really good that I get 

good money for my work, my brother feels very happy about it too. 

 

They take care of us very well here, they give us free healthcare and medicines, 

we get tea in the mornings and lunch in the afternoons.  Even if we fall sick, 

everything is taken care of.  We still get our wages if we have to take leave.  If this 

were some other company they would take our money for this, but here they will 

not do that, no matter how long we take off.  

 

I forget everything when I come here to work and I feel as if this is my real 

family.  I love it here.  The girls from my village are happy to see me working 

here.  They say that even if I haven’t studied much, I am working at Shakti Mat 

and that’s such a good thing”. 
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NEETU YADAV (22) 

 

“In my locality everyone wants girls to marry young, my parents included.  But I 

don’t want to marry.  I was selected for a college, but we had no money so I 

couldn’t go.  Before my father had his heart attack he used to own a fodder shop, 

but it had to shut down. So then my mother had to work on a farm, because his 

health was deteriorating.  

 

My friend Radhika brought me here and I met Aunty Amma Ji (Manager). She 

taught me how to print the cloth and that’s how I started working here. I hand all 

my money to my parents, and now they have dropped the issue of me getting 

married.  People still tell my mother to send me to study and not to let me work, 

but how can they understand what we go through at home?   

 

Before I came here I only had one set of clothes to wear.  I would wash it each 

night so I could wear it the next day, it was all I had.  This continued for a 

year.  When I look back, things are so much better.  Now I have many dresses to 

wear and it gives me immense happiness to put money in the hands of my 

parents.  

 

One of the best things is that Aunty Amma Ji told me to apply to Shakti Mat’s 

Emergency Medical Fund to help my father.  So I did and we got help and 

medicines and since then my father has recovered.  Aunty Ji is very good natured 

and caring.  She also takes care of the menstruation hygiene for all the girls by 

providing sanitary pads.  Many girls don’t have them, so Aunty Ji provides them”. 
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TAMANNA HASHMI (25) 

 

“I don’t have children but I would like to. I am on medication now as I’m not able 

to have a child yet.  I was supposed to go to the doctor today, but I decided to 

come here instead.   

 

We can get as many medicines as we need here.  And good food, and paid 

holidays.  I can’t say much as I’m quite new here but I know that there are many 

benefits and this is why so many women like to come and work here. 

 

Some people say that I shouldn’t come for work.  Earlier, my mother-in-law didn’t 

want me to work, she is worried that people will say bad things about me.  But I 

came here and started working and that has helped enhance my confidence at 

lot.  Coming out of the house and working has been a game changer for me.  I 

am able to do lots of things with the money, it delights me.  

 

What I like most is that the all the children are studying in a good school, an 

English medium school, its really the very best one in the area.  This is an 

amazing facility from the company.  The villages around have a number of 

government schools but the quality of the education is very poor.  The school 

where Shakti Mat is sending the children is a private school with very good 

standards.  I hope one day I have will have a child that can go to this school”. 
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SUNITA KUMARI (24) 

 

“In 2015 I was married and went to live in my husband’s home.  He was a drunk 

and a gambler, he was not a good man.  So I came back to my parents, and now 

we are separated. 

 

My parents are labourers, we are very poor, this is why I have come to work 

here.  My brother died at a young age and my mother was bedridden, but she 

has had to start working now, all three of us have to work because of our 

poverty.   

 

I feel better now and I’m happier.  I earn good money on my own and can help 

my parents.  We have every convenience here, the factory is very clean, we get 

medicines and food.  We are supported by the company in case of any 

emergency and I can get as much paid leave as I want. 

 

There are a lot of women here from poor families who can’t afford a good 

education for their children.  Especially the girl children.  Women are always 

oppressed in our society and if a girl is born then the parents will worry about 

their education and marriage.  But now Shakti Mat are providing a better 

education to the girl-children of the employees, and this is an excellent thing”. 
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REESHMA PATEL (26) 

 

“I wanted to be a police officer, but my in-laws didn’t allow it.  I live with my 

husband and his parents, his four brothers and their four wives, and our 

children.  Everyone works the fields, except me.  Last season the crops all spoiled 

due to the climate change, but because I was working at Shakti Mat, we could all 

manage. 

 

I give all the money I earn to my in-laws, I don’t keep a single penny.  They are 

very pleased because as their eldest daughter, I am fulfilling my duties.  If I need 

to go shopping, I ask permission from my mother-in-law, she then may give me 

money for that.  

 

I rise at 3am, feed the buffaloes and then pat cow dung cakes for use as fuel for 

cooking later.  Then I clean the house, dust it, prepare food for everyone and fill 

the water pitches.  Then I wake everyone, prepare my kids and send them for 

school. I wash the utensils and finally I get ready for work. 

 

They give us as much paid leave as we want here and they don’t deduct any 

money, but when I take paid leave from work, I feel bored.  I love working and I 

don’t feel tired at all. Here we get very good pay, as well as free healthcare, free 

meals, free uniforms and best of all, a free private school scholarship for my kids. 

I can’t fulfil my dreams but I want my daughters to achieve theirs.  This 

scholarship is so good for their future, and it gives me immense pleasure.   

 

I feel that this company is such a good place.  They pay us even when we don’t 
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come here, but this just makes me want to work harder.  I hope to keep working 

here for as long as I can.  God bless such a workplace, it should always prosper! 

 

 
 

 

AARTI DEVI (30) 

 

“We had financial difficulties at home.  My husband paints houses and its difficult 

for him to find work in the rainy season.  I used to stitch but I had no regular 

work coming in, I even worked the fields but that was irregular too. 

 

Since I started working here my work is regular and I have saved some money 

which I can use for my own expenses.  I don’t even have to ask my husband and I 

can spend this money on my kids and myself.  After starting here, I can fulfil 

every need of of my family, I don’t have to ask anyone for anything. 

 

I love working on these mats. It takes me around 20 minutes to stitch one mat 

and I love the fact that I have stitched so many mats by the end of the day.  We 

know that the foreign people can relive their stress with it and that the pressure 

points can help to relieve people’s pain.  Our hard work is helping people and 

that’s why I feel happy that I’m making these mats.  

 

I also like working here a lot because we don’t differentiate on the basis of caste 

or religion.  People may discriminate outside in the society, but here we are all 

women and we work like a family and help each other. That’s why I don’t feel like 

leaving this place ever” 


