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In enabling a respectable livelihood, Lijjat has
integrated the advancement of women into
the larger context of the nation's progress 

A model 
of modern

development 



Concepts of feminism and empowerment
acquire different connotations in different
cultures through the universality of gen-
der issues. Feminism, as understood in

the West needs to be adapted and remoulded to suit
different parameters in the South Asian context. Ever
since India acquired Independence in 1947, the dem-
ocratic government has tried to introduce measures to
empower women. Obtaining some measures of eco-
nomic self-efficiency and independence is a prerequi-
site to advancement of women at a social, cultural and
political level. The silver lining in the cloudy sky has
been the development of several grass-root level
movements initiated by women themselves, especial-
ly those from the lower sections of society.

Shri Mahila Griha Udyog Lijjat Papad (SMGULP) is
an entrepreneurial initiative resulting from one such
movement by women. It is primarily a cottage indus-
try, urban by its origin, which has eventually spread to
the rural areas and to the other cities and towns in sev-
eral states of India. SMGULP, or Lijjat, as it is com-
monly referred to, is an organisation that has acted as
a catalyst in empowering poor urban women across
India for the last four decades. A humble beginning
made by a group of seven women in 1959; today
Lijjat has more than 40,000 members in 62 branches
across 17 Indian states. 

ORIGIN
On March 15, 1959, Jaswantiben Jamnadas Popat,
Parvatiben Ramdas Thodani, Ujamben Narandas
Kundalia, Banuben N Tanna, Laguben Amritlar
Gokani and Jayaben V Vithalani got together to make
papad, on the terrace of their flats in an old, large, res-
idential building, one of the five buildings known as
Lohana Niwas in Girgaum, a thickly populated area in
South Bombay. The women ventured in with Rs 80 to
buy the necessary ingredients and the basic infra-
structure required for making the papads. After drying
and packing them in a plain plastic bag, they gave
them to a known merchant in Bhuleshwar. 

As the papads received a favourable response, the
women got busier. Gradually they bought a cupboard

to keep their stores and utensils in the terrace. During
the first year, they had to stop production for over four
months during the ruthless Bombay monsoon. Having
borne the brunt, by the next monsoon, the group had
arranged for a stove and a cot over it, to dry the
papads. They had tried using coal for heating, but it
coloured the papads. That is why they had to think of
the innovative idea of drying the papads on a cot
above the stove. Being very thin, the papads would
however, dry very soon. In fact, one of founder mem-
bers says that the process has been so standardised
that it now takes only fifteen minutes to dry. 

Over time, with increasing business, the quantity of
flour used also increased one seer (unit of weight) to
three to six and so on. The broken papads were dis-
tributed to the neighbours. In three months, there were
about twenty-five women working in their group. In
two years, there were over a hundred to hundred and
fifty women working with them. By the end of the
third year, the kneaded flour was distributed among
the three hundred-odd women, to take it to their
homes in the morning and bring the dried papads in a
day or two, since the modest terrace could no longer
accommodate so many of them. 

Chhaganlal Karamshi Parekh, popularly known as
Chhaganbapa, one of the reputed elders of the Lohana
community, became their guide and philosopher, a lit-
tle after a month or two of their commencing opera-
tions. From the beginning, the women had decided
that they would not approach anyone for donation or
help to run the organisation, even if they incurred
losses. It was Chaganbapa who emphasised to them
the importance of running it as a business enterprise
and of keeping an eternal watch on every facet of its
working and maintaining proper accounts. The salient
features of the organisation were laid in these first few
years, as will be shown through its later develop-
ments. There are no written documents for these
years, only the oral testimony of the women, who set
up the unit in those days. Initial attempts to start
branches in Malad in Bombay in 1961 and Sangli in
Maharashtra in 1966 were unsuccessful. In 1962-63,
the annual sales of papad rose to about Rs 1.82 lakh.
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In July 1966, the institution registered itself under the
Societies Registration Act, 1860 as a society. 

On Chaganbapa's recommendation, U N Dhebar,
Chairman, Khadi and Village Industries Commission
(KVIC), Government of India, personally inspected
the institution in July 1966. In September, a formal
recognition was granted to it as a unit belonging to the
'Processing of cereals and pulses industry group'
under the Khadi and Village Industries Act. The KVIC
granted a working capital of about eight lakh rupees
and tax exemptions. The institution was registered
under the Bombay Public Trusts Act, 1950, as a Public
Trust. In the general body meeting, the member-sis-
ters adopted the first written constitution. Thus the
formal organisation of the Shri Mahila Griha Udyog
Lijjat Papad was completed by the seventh year of its
existence.
Besides papads, Lijjat has initiated some unsuccessful
ventures such as cottage leather, matches, and agar-
batti (incense sticks). However, by the end of 1978,
Lijjat had flourmills, spices, printing, and polypropy-
lene divisions of its own and in 1979 began manufac-
turing bakery products as well.

BASIC PHILOSOPHY OF SMGULP
In spite of its simple origin, Lijjat grew as a concept
and the reason for its rapid growth was due to its basic
philosophy and pragmatic approach. It was a volun-
tary organisation of the sisters. Right from its incep-
tion, the member-sisters had started sharing the prof-
its or losses among themselves. It was in their interest
to strive for the growth of production and sale and to
run the business wisely. Thus the organisation grew
on the basis of collective ownership. Its essence was
to provide for self-employment, dignity of labour and
earning capacity for women working from their
homes. With time, this was consciously developed as
a discourse and an ideology, based on the concept of
Trusteeship, as conceived by Mahatma Gandhi. 

Trusteeship considers all assets as belonging to the
society and thus business becomes a refined form of
service. Hence, the ownership of any business
devolved on everyone engaged in its functioning. In

other words, there are no employers or employees and
all member-sisters became owners of the institution.
This idea was frequently emphasised in all meetings,
gatherings and newsletters, year after year, all through
the forty years of its existence. All decisions were
based on consensus and any member-sister had the
right to veto any decision taken by the organisation.
All profits had to be shared in a judicious way
depending on the needs of the person and her contri-
bution to the business. This is a difficult concept to
put in practice; Lijjat is a successful experiment in this
direction. There was a general feeling that the sisters
understood this philosophy and were undertaking
more responsibilities to ensure the success of the
endeavour. This also provided for mobility of labour
and access to going up the ladder, in terms of respon-
sibility and position in the organisation.

Only women could be members, and thus owners of
the organisation. Few men like the accountants in the
offices or drivers of buses and vans were employed as
salaried staff and not as members of the institution.
Thus Lijjat, as it evolved, was very much more than a
mere cottage industry providing gainful employment
to women. Lijjat, the name suggested by Dhirajben
Ruparel, was chosen in a contest held for the purpose,
with just five rupees as the prize money! It was 'a
symbol of women's strength' as its logo proclaimed, a
concept, a view and a way of life. At its core were
women, conceived beyond the particularities of their
work, providing for their growth beyond the confines
of the existing borders. Through its discursive prac-
tices, it helped to create an Indian slant to the dis-
course on feminism.

CORE VALUES AT SMGULP
SMGULP is a synthesis of three different concepts.
All these concepts are completely and uniformly fol-
lowed in this institution. As a result of this synthesis,
a peculiar Lijjat way of thinking has developed.

The institution has adopted the concept of business
from the very beginning. All its dealings are carried
out on a sound, pragmatic and commercial footing -
Production of quality goods at reasonable prices. It
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has never and nor will it in the future, accept any char-
ity, donation, gift or grant from any quarter. On the
contrary, the member-sisters donate collectively for
good causes from time to time according to their
capacity. 

Besides the concept of business, the institution along
with all its member-sisters has adopted the concept of
mutual family affection, concern and trust. All affairs
of the institution are dealt in a manner simi-
lar to that of a family carrying out its own
daily household chores. 

But the most important concept adopted by
the institution is the concept of devotion. For
the member-sisters, employees and well-
wishers, the institution is never merely a
place to earn one's livelihood. It is a place of
worship to devote one's energy not for per-
sonal benefits but for the benefit of all. In
this institution work is worship. The institution is
open for anybody who has faith in its basis concepts. 

ORGANISATION STRUCTURE AND
MANAGEMENT
In order to ensure that the working of the trust was
professional, an organisation structure and certain
guidelines were put in place. Member-sisters owned
the enterprise. Any woman, irrespective of caste or
religion, willing to work in any capacity could
become a member by signing a pledge of devotion to
the basic tenets of the organisation. It was a commit-
ment to earn legitimate, honest income, through work
on a cooperative basis. Initially even younger girls
could join, but later eighteen was fixed as the mini-
mum age of entry. Renouncing the trust's membership
was entirely voluntary. No one could be asked to
leave unless she had violated the tenets of the organi-
sation. Men could only be salaried employees and not
members of the organisation, since membership
implied ownership. 

The central office at Bombay was responsible for
coordinating the activities of the various branches. It
despatched raw material to the branches and conduct-

ed business with the various exporters and suppliers.
All branches were to send their accounts to it on a reg-
ular basis; the final auditing of accounts was done
there. The office housed the accounts and the adver-
tisement departments. The running of the organisation
was entrusted to a managing committee of twenty-one
members, including the President, the Vice President,
two secretaries and two treasurers. The organisation
structure at SMGULP is shown in the figure.

The office bearers of the managing committee were
chosen from among the member-sisters on the basis of
consensus once every three years, thus acknowledging
their leadership qualities. Any member-sister could
write her willingness to be a managing committee mem-
ber and be selected by the due process. There was
decentralisation of authority in the day to day running of
the branches throughout India. Yet in view of its ever-
increasing size, it was made clear that all the outstation
branches and persons connected with the trusts must,
without fail, take the approval of the managing commit-
tee of the institution, before committing to any new
project or product. 

Sanchalikas, selected through consensus by the mem-
ber-sisters from among themselves once every three
years, were placed in charge of each of the branches of
the institution and its different divisions. The sancha-
likas could be transferred to different branches. To man-
age its affairs, each branch had a committee of eleven
member-sisters, again chosen by consensus. There were
branch coordination committees and area meetings of
the various branches in a region or a state. At an all India
level, member-sisters from all the branches and divi-
sions attended the annual general meetings. 
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Managing committee

6 office bearers

President     Vice president     2 Secretaries     2 Treasurers



The responsibilities of every office-bearer and mem-
ber-sister were laid down in the constitution and were
modified with changing times and increasing growth
of the organisation. Each branch was to act as a self-
administering unit, sharing its profits and losses
among its member-sisters. Thus they were all directly
responsible for the profitable functioning of their
branch. In case of mismanagement or loss due to neg-
ligence, the concerned sanchalika or other member-
sisters would be relieved of their membership. If the
charges were severe, they would be relieved of the
position that they had mismanaged, though they could
continue to perform other functions.

The central office of Lijjat in Mumbai previously
coordinated the activities of all the branches, but with
the increasing number of outlying branches, authority
was decentralised in terms of routine work and shar-
ing of profits at the branch level. However, branches
and sanchalikas still need the managing committee's
approval prior to undertaking any new project or
activity, and they all must follow the same set of
instructions and have similar accounting systems. In
spite of the equal distribution of income among the
member-sisters, with the opening of more branches, it
was found that a few branches dominated the admin-
istrative process. The central office appealed to all
members to participate in the administrative process,
as a duty towards the organisation and as a right. 

Because the papads are prepared in different parts of
India, the quality of the water used usually varies, and
so can the quality of final product. To prevent any
inconsistencies, Lijjat has its own laboratory in
Mumbai, where the final products are tested and
coded. In the monthly meetings, the quality issue and
modifications are also discussed. 

CHALLENGES IN THE FUTURE
With success and popularity, come the copycats and
the imposters. Lijjat is faced with a problem of fake
Lijjat papads being introduced in the market. In June
2001, three persons were arrested in this connection in
Bihar, but the threat continues to exist, even in the
global market. Lijjat's website, www.Lijjat.com, tries

to explain the identification features of original Lijjat
papads, but despites technological advancements, it is
difficult to differentiate. 

Recently, the state governments of Punjab and
Maharashtra withdrew the sales tax exemption on
Lijjat's Sasa detergent because Lijjat has already
grown into a sizeable organisation. This can potential-
ly obstruct Lijjat's growth in these states. The
President of Lijjat urged the state governments to
reconsider their stand even in her speech at the
Economic Times awards.

DIGNIFYING AND EMPOWERING WOMEN
The growth of the Lijjat institution has to be seen in the
larger canvas of women and their empowerment, with-
in the framework of progress in the developing coun-
tries. The concept of development kept changing in the
second half of the twentieth century. The integration of
women into the development process was considered
essential, through improving their skills and capabili-
ties, along with the removal of impediments created by
in-built patriarchal biases. 

In India, the main emphasis, in the 60s and 70s of the
20th century, was on the establishment of institutional
framework for facilitating this enhancement. Women
were to be recipients of benefits, through the trickling
down effect of the welfare measures. In the eighties, the
emphasis shifted to enabling women to become active
agents of empowerment. The vision of development
broadened to include physical, moral, intellectual and
cultural growth of every individual. This necessitated,
as well as, established the vital link between the devel-
opment of society and the advancement of women.
These were two inseparable sides of a coin. 

However, instead of homogeneity, there had to be mul-
tiplicity of strategies for change, which were specific to
the needs of women, belonging to different sections of
a given society, region or nation. Basic to this concept
was the creation of individual as well as collective self-
reliance. Mere economic empowerment would be
insufficient, unless accompanied by the social power of
agency over the spending of that money and over other
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facets of one's life. The capacity to earn one's liveli-
hood and the resultant self-confidence was necessarily
the first step in the ladder to empowerment.

Herein lay the importance of the growth of SMGULP.
The forty-two years of its life synchronised with the
drawing up of the theoretical framework of feminism,
both of the Western and Asian model, along with its
practical implications. In the Asian model, the rights
of women and questions of equality in the personal
and public sphere were compounded by factors like
poverty, social disruptions and patriarchal biases in
the government policies as well as in the society. 
The primary need was a spontaneous grassroots
movement by women, which however small in its ori-
gin, would be capable of self-sustaining and self-pro-
pelling growth. Moreover, it was important that these
women belonged to the disadvantaged section of the
society, so that the driving force came not from above,
but from below. The Lijjat organisation grew out of
this need felt by women to become active agents of

change in their lives. It was the result of a sponta-
neous beginning made by seven women to supple-
ment their family earnings, by using their natural tal-
ent in the art of papad making. It provided for dignity
of labour, besides the earning power of women to
improve their standard of living. Their collective
strength enabled them to tide over difficult times
through mutual monetary and moral support. 

SMGULP is a model attempt to make women eco-
nomically self-independent, thus paving the way for
their concurrent empowerment in the other facets of
their lives. As evidenced from its organisation and
functioning, it symbolises the beginning of a slow, but
steady process of women playing an active role in
their own lives and that of the society 
around them.
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CRITICAL SUCCESS FACTORS OF SMGULP
THE MERGING OF OWNERSHIP WITH MEMBERSHIP HAS ENCOURAGED UNIFORM AND SUSTAINED ORGANISATIONAL GROWTH

THE CONSISTENT QUALITY OF THE PRODUCT HAS BEEN A PRIMARY FACTOR IN ESTABLISHING AND MAINTAINING LIJJAT'S

BRAND IMAGE IN THE MARKET FOR THE LAST FOUR DECADES

THE SARVODAYA PHILOSOPHY PROVED VITAL IN FORMING LIJJAT'S FOUNDATION. LIJJAT EMERGED AS AN INNOVATIVE

ORGANISATION IN WHICH WOMEN FROM ANY RELIGION, CASTE OR CLASS CAN BECOME MEMBERS. THE PLEDGE AND ALL-

RELIGION PRAYER ALSO ENCOURAGE COOPERATIVE WORK AMONG WOMEN, IRRESPECTIVE OF CASTE OR RELIGION

TRANSPARENCY IN OPERATIONS AND A NON-HIERARCHICAL STRUCTURE HAS HELPED IN ESTABLISHING ORGANISATIONAL

ACCOUNTABILITY AMONG MEMBER-SISTERS

LIJJAT ENCOURAGES ITS MEMBERS TO GIVE TO OTHERS WHATEVER THEY CAN, INSTEAD OF EXPECTING HELP FROM OTHERS. 

LIJJAT DOES NOT ACCEPT DONATIONS, BUT GIVES DONATIONS, WHICH ENHANCES MEMBERS' SELF-ESTEEM AND PRIDE IN

THEIR OWN ORGANISATION.

ADDRESSING THE MEMBERS AS "SISTERS" CREATES AN INFORMAL WORK ENVIRONMENT. FREQUENT MEETINGS, OPEN INTER-

ACTION, AND CONSENSUAL DISTRIBUTION OF TASKS REDUCE THE POSSIBILITY OF DISPUTES RESULTING FROM COMMUNICA-

TION GAPS AND HELP SMOOTH WORKING

LIJJAT PROVIDES ECONOMIC OPPORTUNITIES THROUGH A DOMESTIC ACTIVITY. ONCE INVOLVED IN THIS ACTIVITY, THE

WOMEN ACQUIRE CONFIDENCE AND STATUS AS THEY EARN MONEY IN A RESPECTABLE MANNER. THE MORE ENTERPRISING,

RESPONSIBLE, AND EXPERIENCED MEMBER-SISTERS CLIMB THE ADMINISTRATIVE LADDER. LIJJAT EXEMPLIFIES A REMARK-

ABLE WAY OF MAKING LEADERS OUT OF ORDINARY WOMEN.


