CENTRE FOR DEVEIOPMENT STIDIES

Worlding Paper o, 55

PROFILE OF A BRICK WORKER

leela Gulati

Centre for Development Studies
Uloor, Triw ndram 695 011

Magust 1977



PROFILE OF 4 RRICK WORKER

Leela Gulati

introduetion

Gyapamma is a forty five year old Ezhava brick wofker. _8he  lives
in a squattér settlement about twd kiiomefres eutside the city limit ef
Trivandrum, the eapital olty of Kerala State. She has six ehildren;
three boys andAthrEeléirié, fﬁillher'childrén are grown up; even her
‘youngest, a boy, is abouf,faurteén_yeaxé éf age, - Among he£ six
childfen,.fdur are alreadj'maﬁriaé‘35@ £h£ee stay separately in their
own homes. Her oldest son stays with hisrowﬁ ﬁamily;'a couple of miles
away from where Gyanamma lives. But her.twp‘ﬁarried'daughters stay
near. her in the samé SEﬁtlementQ ‘36 éy§ﬁdﬁmE now lives with her
fifty three year olﬁ_husbaﬁd Kriéhﬁan,fﬁgr‘reqegtly married son,

Divakaran and his wife, and her feanage'daughter and’ son, Girija ard

Anu,
The House

Gyanamma 1ives!ip a mediuml352e& huf built on a four cent piece
of land. - The hut has three ﬁooms, one 30' by 10! and two about 5ft x
8ft. One of the'létter two rooms is used as kitchens. The‘other room
which is exactly the size of the kitchen ié uééd by Divakaran and his
wife. The walis_are_made ofrunburﬁ bricks and the roof is.fhaéehed,
Thére is.a small piﬁtiorm bui}t in front of her house where they can
z11 sit down and relax in the evering. To 539 side of her kitchen,
there is a small thafched eﬁclosuré ﬁuilt'with pélm fronds for the

zoats, Both of the other two rooms have separate entrances. One



enteres the kitchen from thg‘ﬁ”éggﬁarbﬁm; which is also %he'living‘

room. This room has inyt;” _)ai$ window overlooking the steep

ridge.

Beforethis gat%ﬁbﬁgafﬂégitfemént of huts came into existance

gsome ten years Bﬁ@§§ %ﬁe1§i$é ol which it is built was a wagte land

:??iéﬁﬁﬁ ’I%_was a‘sﬁeEP;slope full of bushes and

_belonglng tm‘ﬂ
trees. Like: the @ther firset ses iers, Gyanamma's husband. and sons
cleare@ the land and” carved out a house 81te for themselves, The
partlcular TOW of houses, of which Gyanamma s 1s one, is a narrow
ribbon—llke stretch of land on ,ne top of the slope, barely wide
enough'ﬁor:a hut to perch_Oﬂ. ;ctually, from Gganamma § back window
all thét you see is a steep 8lo, 3 with huts preqariqus;y perﬁhed here
gig;#here, giving one the feellirgy that ﬁhey Qight fall anythme the
-gain lashes out. Howefer, the window also commands a fantastic

distant view, looklng on to & Texe and = vast stretch of green.

Gyanamma had fto move into +ais settlement ten years back after
she was evicted from érsimilar ¢ :ttlement in an area which now cOmeé
with;p.tqe eity limiﬁs of Tri%aj_rum} She and hér children were
working alreédy for brick kilns in that vicinity and decided to move
-hefe as {a) this too was also ~overnment land andt(b)‘if_had‘a
number of brick kilns‘c}OSe by. All Gyanammé}s family wo?k ﬁér_the
‘kilns exéept her husband. Her oldest son, however gtayed behind
_near the o0ld settlement to work for the old brick kiln where tney
all were worklnv before.,. He was already married and wanted by them +

" set up a separate house with his wife.
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Gyanamia 1is really the head of the household thougli her husband
s véryfmueﬁ-thefe,Q'Krishnah,“Gyanamma?s husﬁandrgavé"ﬁyfw@ﬁ¥fiox
good some:- 5 yeafs'back, “He épeﬁds"his time minding thires. goats "
{a mdtherrand two-kids}fand'léoiﬁﬁg-after the house. When Krishnan
rotired, hia uﬁion paid himrsgmgﬂspx£rof gratpiﬁy. Out ofitﬁat'ﬁe
had bongﬁt a female goat for-Rs.150/f; This géét,had two kids,
After it went dry, Kriéhnaﬁ'aaldﬂit‘and:heught,aﬁothef goat ready to
| de}iver'within‘é‘mﬁnﬁhfqr éo.f Krishhan' Eﬁpt‘thefkidé,.hmwever, 80

that Qngé‘they are.grdwn'upiééoh of ‘them will foteh a full price.

Krishnan frequently works'asfa‘Baby;sit{e:;not,pnly for his
married daughtgis,living in the same settlement but alse for other
Bzhava neighbours. Though there are pbigievfrom all-casfes living in

the settlement, the Ezhava families tend to. stick together.

Krishnan once used to be a boatman transperting coconut husks,
.taking'fﬁem through tberbackwateré, butvnow ﬁe-feels,too dld and his
eyesight‘is,weak, Bbatmen; who transﬁori‘éoir hugks nave very often
to spend nights on the boat whern faking_tﬁe husks to their propar
destination for retting, It is a‘strénouﬂ kind of work involving:

loug hours bﬁt‘ lasts ;Shly a Tew dflys a week.

Krishnan spends his time now taking the goats grazing in the
ravine-at the foot of the slope apd_aélléoting-grass éﬁd leaves for
them to eat, His othei two compgni@ns.dufiﬁg‘the day are a cat and
a Aog which they'rear_aé Eoﬁseh@ld feﬁs. The cat,keéﬁs tréckiof th-
rats and the dog zuards the houge when-Kris-hnan ig out grgzing the
godts.: Being é man , ‘he dﬁes not, np¥ is.ﬁé exPectea'to, help %~

amac with any of the female typed tasks like carrying water, sweepine

~the house or coeking; though he has plenty ¢f time and even en-rgy.



K::ialané.n depends. an  Oyanamma fax h;ssm;yalmept that when
his goat gave milk he sold it to the tea shop and bought with that

‘mouney bidis to swoke and -also tea to drink,.

Her Children

None of Gygnamma's sié chi}aren went to snﬁool.'.She has
trained them‘#ll as ﬁrick,wo#kers'@ékiﬁg %ﬁem:along with her to work
as the#.gfé@ ap. The bfiﬁk industry ié'%ﬁe where pédple of practi-
cally'all&ages-eam'work. Tn a vay it is a,iém@tatinn»fdr parents to
.sénd children there to earn a living bhefore i{.is'good for them.
S;ﬁcé the wages are paid acbording to:the‘éuﬁntum of wo;k-done, all

‘have a chance to perform upto their respective abilities.

She would have very much liked her yOunéest son'Anﬁ to go to
school. Actuallyrshe couid have spared ﬁim for when it was his turn,
there were at least tﬁd_or three ea;ning members in the family."
Earlier Gyanamma_ﬁould not afford the luxury of sparing any of her
other-childfen for.school; She needed all the hélp she could get
4o make both ends me;f; Unfortunately, Anp wae not at all infereéted in
gtudies and prefarred to come along with hér to the brick sité.
Cyanamma's second son Divékaran'has tanght himself a iittle bit, and

can sign his name and resad newspsper head lines,

Her morning routine

Gyanamma's main job every dazy is to transport sun-dried bricle
to the kilﬁ to be baked. Her work starts eérly in the morning at
7 0* clock. In order to present herself at the work site at that
early hour she nak to get up at five in the morning. She usually

times this by the early mbrningAplane that eomes from Madras to
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Trivandrus -gerxying ope—of- biee moer &a,ﬁlelmmwu “8ge 18 the
first one in the house to wake up and.her-first,{ask-iﬂ;tﬂ¥gb and fetch
twé-potslofréatér; Ehe has t&-get sg,fqutﬁa wRaie read;an&;vhlkfahpﬁkia
furlong te do this. For sometime, he wajer tap was disconneoted as
there were camplaints‘againsﬁ-the rouathter hﬁuseholﬂs bathing on the
czadsida. This'is usually fopbiddes but it is seldom that awicipal
authorities“gd"fb'%he éi%eﬁ% of cutting off the water supply. Affer'fhé

tap was discpnnabéed, an Mpauthoriced dent wag made ip the main pipe and
water wag collected with the hHelp of small tin cans, Gyanamma; as aléb

other‘unmbn‘of.the-SQtﬁiement, “had 4o spend thrioe the ameunt af fimc

 she pogmally aspends and nsv¢r1£ad-%:g'Saiisfacfion 6f?getting clean
‘rinking watar. Thereiwas—nothing::hé%'éﬁh or the other residanté of
the.gettlemont.nauld do.. They‘have sudﬁ“aglowfstatusiin-tha.syns of all
and-éundry:that they.had no %oice, o couxége to taks up the issue,

They are qqnsidered the poorest of the poor and had really no right to
sxnect anything., BEven allowing th 7 to hold on %o fhéir shanties was
itself-a gréat favour. Anyway, Gy amma managed to bring her ﬁorning
supply of watcr. It took her thiife a8 16ng as_bgforé. Tuckily, aftex
zbout six months the tap was reinanfed‘and.ﬁer'tésk has been made

ach easier,

- Once shc has brought the morn: .~ supply,of.water; che sweeps her
“ront yard and kitchen and then £08 doﬁn to the ravine for her teilet.
Thr ravine has been divided into t:'2 parte, one used exclusively by

women and the other by men., Thus *toth the sexes have some privacy and
1zve no fear of running into each «ther, It is too early in the day

for her to have-a bath. Noreover se doesn't have time for it.
nyway, once she comes back from wnrk, she needs the bath badly as she ic

mzually covered with mud and sweat. So she has only a small wash in %0
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méening nesr %be banang tres a% *EAWhﬂﬂkwﬂf her hnusg'r She sombs her
&1&1:{: ‘in frent of « small mirng

@ent its-e-lf to have a Gﬂ@ oi‘ het nugar:y» taa-m.i.x.ed with milk,

ﬁ'ahd goes to the tea shop In the

She prefers to hﬂve tea aﬁ the shep—on the daye she goes to work as L.uis

A

doag not kesp sugar @m milk at home, Her-youngest-sen, Any loves to

it is.thaga aa‘ihat sho can never find

any for her“ﬁéﬁ._‘

E&r‘wnrk.ﬁité is ébouf-} furiéngé'frpm the sqﬁatféf. Though thore
are & couple of other brigk kilns, she and her family‘baus aluqr.»uorked
for the Eiin'baionging to an.axvmilitaiy-sergeani‘ aalled Hawildar,
t'van sxnae she came to this set;lamant She feals‘tbat-ij is better
to work for ‘the same brlck kiln. Then she_cah not oniy_be sure, of work
but alse Canwexpect to gﬁt_a small loan in aﬁ‘hou; of,#miﬁis. .A180;
her children are assured of”empléyment; indééd it has become like =z
family venture,

If ‘it is a clear day and tLe sun is bright, she is sure to get
work. Héwever,‘ag & routine she will first éresent'her$elfst0 the
kiln owner.agé then start#ork. Th= place ﬁhere the bricks a;é,mouldad
and dried is usually a 10 minuﬁelwalk'from t£e briék kiln. Gyanamma
hag to'go-theré to start her work. She usually has a small piece of
torn towel twisted 1nt® &4 eoil to rest e’ wooden plank 2ft x 8 inches,
on her head. The plank is used as a base on which the brieks ean be
placed, An adult woﬁan carries 20 bricks at a time;'she-herself has
to stack the load on-the plank om her head while standing. The tech-
nigue of deing it is first to stack the bricks twolat'a time, stafting
fram the éentre of the plaﬁk,'and'then‘to place ene brick at a time,
on e;ther side of'this.upto'thp éame height. Once'fwanty bricks are

-£tacked in this fashion she starts walking with a swinging rhytbm,



“ispose of kel Xoag Huic

~ man will be Standisg there to FP"GIFG and atack’ the brlcks she unl??

“e cannat hﬂig hgr—unload it as sh= w;ll loose the balance. The dan.j

is twosfold’; the bridk may fall and break, or she may sprain her necJ:

the progéss,- $Qtygllyj the‘main brun$;gf this weight;carrying, fallgf

the naek,

So she unloads the brlcks herself o at B time from the sides,
ihandlng them over to the man who is there to receive and stack them,

'_Thus the whole 0peratlon of 1oad1ng, transportlng and unloading falls

her‘ The man helpn her just at the final stages..

Dallx wgge

Whatevar be- the number of brleks she has carried which usually wvs
between five hundred to seven hundrsd per day, her wages are never mon
‘tban five rupees. If she has car+‘d more, it is because the distanca

~

e%e covers then is 1ess. Eer wage »epends on both the digtanece she

¢ vors and t‘he number of bficks ‘Qh'f Garts in ‘tha'_ _e‘oui‘ae' of the day.
1Gyanamma has bezn doing this job fo' ﬁhé'lést,thirty,iears. .Hef job hd
'r mained the same, The day she was strong énqugﬁ to cart tﬁenty-bricks
ghe had reaqhed;thg‘ﬁé;;ing;- Naw:éietéannof.aspire cr‘h0pe'towards‘any!
chahgé'in“her %ork bf'her Qchéy. Occasionallv, the meh may ask her to
aoin them in stacklng bricks in the Klln for flrlng. _This needs some
axtxa skill, in the ,A-lgense that two bricks are lightly tapped and
thrqﬁﬁ at 2 tims a féﬁ“féet td:the:gﬁxf'gén who in turn thfdw them to
andthpr manﬂtiil th@y-fea&h their final deéfingﬁion for stacking., The
brick kilms are. about 20 ft hlgh ard mpn'ﬁéually form a conveyor Eelt

» Laek brlcks. Bolng this, male worf howpver, does not brlng Gyanamma,
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Jony ei¥te remumesatisn exeept for the recognition it ceffers op: her

‘a8 an experienced hand.

In the briok 1ndust:y'thbre is. a wery rlg1d compartmentallsatiwt el
work, Women are used hare exclus;vely as head 1oad carriers and not“ hf
else, ' If they are not cartlng brlcks they are cartlng clay, but they |
do not have access to any of the other jobs, such as moglding, shapin~,
atackipé_and aﬁraﬁging in the kiln, 'fhesé are all exclusively male Jjotco
ﬁbreovsr all these otﬁer jobs earry much higher wages, narly twice as
much as women get for the'idad garrying jobs they dé. The work that.
men.do is not only more interesting-ﬁut.alsb camries hHigher remuneratin~
without being physically more exhausting, Compared to the woman bricl
worker, the woman constructiog'workér; who too is usually confined to
carrying loade from one place to another, makes eight rupees a day.
Since at any one time no k;ln émploys more than twenty persons,'fhe
wiiole industry belongs to the unorganised sector. Brick baking i=
therefore congidered a cottage industry. The workers, female as wel?
a8 male, do not belong to any trade uniomns, But women are the more
oxploited ones., They hang on to it beause of {a)} the uncertainty of
work opportunity elsewhere, say in construciion and-(b) the continuity

brick work offers in terms of employment,

Operation in Brickmaking

Brick making usually takes :lace onee the paddy has been harvess:
It can take place only in fields where the soil is clayey. Trivandru.

end Trichur Districte of Kerala are particularly suited for this but
there are brick kilné all over the State, You find, in between the

soddy fields, many patches where land is laft fallow and brick makin:
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t2keo-place ™ Tt-is eemon—be.lease Dwb-une!d paddy.land for brick meidns
once-in every two/three years. Usually land is given oﬁ lease for six
nonths afber harvesting. Theidea is ta got therehy the level of the
land lowered somewhat so that (a) it can be terraced and water-can fluw
. I'rom_other parts :ﬁore._easiiy,-an‘@_ (L) the-top.sail is removed so that fresh
nanure -can Al_Je added. |

Once a brick mker bas, taken a piece of land on lease, the going
rate around . Trivandrm (in—1976-77 ) has been around Rs.1300 for the entire
six months for 20 cents of pa&dy land, ‘Water is let into the patch to
flood it for some days; It is oniy 'bb.an that. the 803_1 can be dug up
and Jmeaded into a clayey consistency.. They are supposed to dig only 2 ft.

deep in that patch of land all round. Dug thus, a twenty centi.. ...

Plece

/usua..'l_]y-ylelds enoggh clay for 2,00,000 bricks, Uswelly the soil is dug
o in patches of 4 ft, x4ft~' 2 £t, Two men dig out the mud with a
chovel anc'l knead it tho-mughly witilh theixr feet. They 1::1’10Q by experience
when the soil has reached proper consistency for the purpose of mouldine:.
If it is not raining, they make =wall clay heaps for the pu.fpose Of monili-
ing very near the place where they are kneading.
Fach clay mound has a. helght of 3 ft, and also a diameter of 3 f+.

Once clay is heaped to the required height and diameter, the aater ed

of the mound are nicely .smoo’c,hened and coconut palm leaves are used to
sield it from the sun., In this way, the clay looses some of 1ts molsture
without forming a crust or crack_-:_ng and remains soft to the touch. The
mound has to_bg left for drying fcr tl;Jree days., After i.:hree days, the cla
has just enough moisturc to be-shaped into a brick when pressed inte the
mould. The men who knead the clay are paid nine rupees & day. It is not

& plece rate wage.
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But, the job'is, ne doub#,' strenous. and massa*—booaq.zsem have - t0 e knee
.deep‘m_shmhvaﬂ.conétaﬂﬂy Swm away for six hours with only small
breaks,

Sometimes when it is raiming, of threatens to rain, the kneaded
mound hasg to bet:ca.nsferred to ,an elevated gite near the kiln itself so
that the rain woﬁft harm it and the moulding can be deme near the site. '
Usually this need §.~I‘ise'é during the monsocon season when brick moulding

takes place intermittently. This task of transferring clay to the kiln
site égai.z-; is delegated to female workers. Moving & mound qf ‘C;lé.y carrias
a wage of twelve rupees irrespective of the distance and number of women
vorking on the job.

A mowrd of clay ylelds 1300 bricks and at least two mounds will have
to be transferred to keep the bteam of two men occupied in mowlding for =

| “ay. Thus if five women workers t;r'ansfer twao mounds a da;)VrA they- together
wn-make 2/, rupees, Wheh ,Gya'nama- has to éar_t clay she shares the work
with her daughters and Triends. The j<.3b is divided in such a way that one
omen scoops out the mud with a ply plank and loads it on the other's
heads, This is a messy job though slightly more paying but is only done
during the rains. Brick kiln ovmers themselves ustally avoid this. They
do not find it always economical in comparison to transportation of bricks.
l-fioreove;-, apace sround the kiln can be a major co;lstlaint to © wmdertak-

ing moulding of bricks there,

A normgl size brick kiln around Trivandrum takes in around 75,00C
at 2 time. One moulding teaﬁn of three men consistiné cf a rﬁistry ané
hglpers can turn O‘;J..";. about 2600. bricks a day. Thus it tale s roughly a
month to feed the kiln which is uguslly fired chce every month, except

Zuring the heavy rains,
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Thus, with 3 men-employed-on mnuldi;ng,-two_,men in the field digg-
f;ng and kneading clay, 5 to 6 women carting bricks, and two 'me'n‘ wloading
a_nd stacking bricks at the kiln, each kiln of an average size in Trivandrus
distriet can bé said to employ 12-13 persons every.day. .ID. the monscon
months, however, the firing does not tekes place every month. On an average,
& kiln is fired ten times in a year, Néfurally, Jq.he:g'efore in the monsoon

. months the work, be it moulding:'ti'ansPorting or staking, gets staggered.

Current Wage Differentials

The mistry in the mouidj.ng tgﬁﬁ gets the highest wage of Rs.12 a
day; his two helpers come next with ten rupees a day. Tﬁe kneading of the
clay, though strenous, does not carry high wages. The men.‘ engaged in knead-
ing, as already stated, are paiciIRS.‘} per day. The men engagezi in stacking
- bricks at the kiln are paid Rs,10 a day. As for the women who only cart

Ybricks or clay and are paid on piece rate basis they never make more than

Rs.5 a day. Compared to that, a women construction worker gets Rs.7 a day.

Gyanamna's two sons bave 'lﬁcicjj_y graduated to the position of
mouding assistants and get ten rupess a dayl. Her eldest son helps with
moulding for a brick kiln that Gyanziwe herself worked for several years
back. Her three daughters, two married ;and ore 5till unmarried, also wor”
{or the same kiln, but being women cannot aspire to do anything better
";lh'-ln load carting. So while her sons make Rs.10 a day each, Gyanamma
=nd her daughters make between Rs.4.50 and Rs.5.00 r everyday they are in |
job.

Barly life
Gysanemma has v:rt.ua.lly gr‘oir;rl up a.:t'ound the brick kilns, Her parents

disd when she was very young and she was raised by her ‘. mother's sister

730 was also a brick worker. Her father was a landless labow er sttacied



12

to a blg]andlordami i].erxmother -, cked out a.livelihood as = vegetable
vendor while she was aline.. Even when Gyanamma was nine or ten years old
she would often go ‘tiae paddy fields to cart a few extra bricks for her
aunt., A4s Qa-s told ‘earlier, brick carting is done by people of all ages.
Young children carry just as much as their tender heads can hold and try
to ea_.m‘g:‘ame' mone;*')r for their parents, Her aunt got Gyaramma married at
tha 'aé;e of 16 to Kriglman, an Ezhava boatmen from a village some 12 kilo-
natres fxfon—zl'l':r:i_vandrtm. Hs job was to transport coconut husks through
tl.qc baciWaters. Gyanarma stayed home without working for only a year.
The very next year her husband Krishnan got an offer to work as a coolis

for the army. He went all the way to distant Assam and Gyanama -was 1feh
te fend for herself. So she started working for the brick kilsan, the jou

to live
she was familiar with, and came back from her husband's villagg/near

her aunt.

Irishnan's work

Traditiorally, the Ezhava community has alsays been closely associt-
teoo ith the coconut and palm culture. They have not only been the tre .. ..
tlonal toddy tappersbut are also connected with coir meking, transportir
of coconut husks, and generally anytiing to do with coconut use and culti-
vation. Krishnan, when he came bacic from his brief interlude with the ~¥
went back to his old job 0s a boatien transporting coir husks through t
vack waters. . Bﬁt himself never owned a boat., The coir husks were collect
from different places and then ioaded on to a country craft. 4 boat of
tids kind can carry about 75,000 husks. Krishnan used to ply thg boat Lo
Pachalinr and Akutan, sono-20:kns, opart. Usuwally,he _worked
in 2 team of three men. It tock a long while to negotiate the boat
sk the help of a pole, as in some parts the back wmters are not only

ot deep but also densely covered with water hyacinth, the African paiyl.
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FiguFs £6. resch the destinatien. Togsther, ‘the mer got

iy ;‘:ﬁx’*ip-, ‘but their in-temsit expenses Wer‘e:al‘sci:qi:it

A e Bréncus Job Jasting long hours, in damp surromﬁngs
uoetly. on.£oed and drink.. _.Ihe man Wio worked on this job were almost. all
sitren 6 Iiquor, Krighnan too;_ 'Speﬂt off & good pATt of his earnings '
ancl by ‘thza tinie he would come hgre he could glve Gyanamms hardly 'bhrec to
.Jur I*upees Th:i.awa.s Just enough omy to take care of feeding Krishnan for
+he r'egt-of' ‘tbe week. The rest of the fam:.-_ly had therafors to be prov:u ad

et of wbatwer Gyahamna and her clnldren eamed from eart.:_ng bricks,

Gyanamma' 8 earm.ngs were ‘o 1mpor'bant te the famlly that she had %o

Torl i1l the last day of her several confinements. She del_lvered all her
‘with the help of mid-wife and her aunts. Gyanamm feels that she dide'+ °

zhildren at homeﬁ nuch of & problem worklng till the last day since hor

solr and mp.sqles were a_'Ll supple. She remembers staying in the house

2l bor déliver& fé.f only a month -end then gettiﬁg back to work 1eaf1ng

Mg babyi gither at the neighbouz"s or with a re;ative. As her cl}ildren gr

R  she decided againsﬁ sendlng thes To school and s_tarted'tald.ng them i1,

a7 for work. She felt that it was no use sending them to school just for

:. siz_b‘rt whilg ag they would'aﬁyﬁr‘ay not gé’b any better job with jus%. a dttiz

it of edycation.

When her first sim become a helper to a Mistry, Gyanamma got him
married when she got_an offer from one of her caste grouwp. They got ., soie
_ .'.’.: tolas (i.e. about 25 grems Jof goid and soms 3'00 rupees in dowry.
“"-A.s waié the first time in her 1life she had some woney to spegld. Within
Torear the son and his new bride de¢lded to set uwp a separate establic -

corh, Anyway Gye:manuna could not do cnything about it,
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First Daughter_

Two of herﬂ.wcra,_%mi and Shakimtala were now going to
work with her. .Though_ Gyanamma had taken scme dowry for her s;n's marri. _:,
she had not, end could not, make any provision for her daughters! marric-
ges, Gjanam:a Imhae- bhet-no - - moteh could be arrangéd without
exchange of dowry. She just waited and hoped for the best, She knew
her daughters were good looking and something would turn up. Her only
wish was that‘fhey should get marricd to Ezhava boys. Very soon, an
Ezhava boy, Rajappan, fell forSwmarni and she decided to go and stay
with him, Héjappan, however, was only a casual labourer and was alirzady
a great drink addict. Gyanamma didn't like the match -~ but had really
nothing to say as she had no alternative to offer. Then_one day,
sone two years after &Jazm started living with him, Rajappan fell down
wirile he was riding a rented cycle and broke his arm. He went to the
roarby Medical College Hospitel amd got it fixéd but 'somd,low- the fracture
wos not attended to properly and to this day he - has the full use of
only one'hand. :So ke has been a c'!.ra_g on Swami ever since. Quite
often, however; he goes away from the house to stay fqr days on end
i his own mother. But so far he has always come back. Swarni is
heppy whenever he cc,mcé back, becouse she feels it is better to have a
man around the house than none. Thus Swarni had to take over the full
I'QSponst;i]_,i;by of running the housz pretty soon and now has two childrer,
o son and a daughter, to J_pok aftor as well,

When G}ranaﬁurﬁaiwvcd ~2 to ‘thf present settletient 9 or 10 years hacl
she asked her daughter, Swarmi, also to move and be near her. Her son~
in—lawl was already dependent and Suarni needed both the moral and
aliysical support ofl her own family... They clearsd another WO cents of
ond towards the foot of the same 1ill for a hut and moved Swarmi. and

- = family there.
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lb.thln—a—yea:.o&i.he—mwe,.RaJappan..dem.ded to_und__axgo.na.sectomy.
Swﬁ.mr-neededrmoney s re—do her roof Wh_'LCh wasn't good. The roofs need
t&bemmwwsyﬁbleag&’wemm be_a
' na jor expense-for the low income household.. "ﬂhe__choice_before Swvami snd
Rejappan to get-money fof're-domg the roof was betueen "mortgaging® the
ration card 1 or Rajappan go:.ng to the family planping clinic where he
would get paid. forﬁundergou:g va.sectomy SJ.nce they a?‘kready had two
children, che son-and a daughter, ha jappan dec:.ded to undergo v-asectomy.
Two years later, Sx;rami-a;lso get heréelf sterilised when they were
agam in a simdlar -situatian,- thfdrtmately, ve:rj_r soon after her s
ope_mtion‘their first son died of A j‘aandice. - Now they have only one
daugh‘oer" Usha,‘ She has studied upto the 5th class, and is the first

litemte person.in. Gya.namma -8 fam:x.ly But Ushafha.s been. stOppad_al:eady
from :
/"Olng to school. Instead she is gomg to work with her' mother to

gupplement the fam:_ly incone.

Recently, when the houge roof gave away again during the rains,
Swam‘ s family had to came to hor rescrue. Gyanamma took her into
her house and gave her the goat shod to COOk in. Swa.:m:. cocked sephre-
tely for herself and her dayghter in the goat shed bub slept with her
parents in ;their house. | Réjappan - went_away to his mother. Eventml_u,,
when they can collect some moncy to buy the materlals Swarni's father
and second brother will I‘GbU:le hor roof. Ra appan w:Lll probably
turn up to help mL_mapual work, Thus Gyanamma has to be always pre-

pa_r'ed to take in her daughter.

Sccond daughter

mmata second daughter 3 @wkuntala, has been o great hel
) a1l P

' -to her. She would go with her motner to the brick kiln and/her wages

went to the family, Actwlly, it was with the help of Shakuntala's
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‘ and Dlval:aran's wages that Gyanama could build all her house with
unburnt bricks and even put in doors and windows. But this was t¢
last only for a short tiwe. Sba}nmtala fell in love wi'bhla Pulaya, low
caste boy, Suren. ‘His family alsc lived in the’ same sottlement.
Gyammma knew of the buddlng TOrEL.28 but was hoplng that it would
eventual]y fade out, He was younrer than Shakuntala by about five
years, with no father or slder brother to support the family. s
nmother was a poor ag I:-_cultuml labourer with three song, including
Suren, to look after, The’other pecple in the colony felt however,
that Gyanamma was encouraging the match because she wanted her daughter
to get married without any dowry. Anyway, one fine day, Shakuntala de-
cided to elope with thc boy. Gyanewmw. gearched for her daughter and
found lou'l'; where she was and brougltt her back. Now Sekuntals and her
lmsband live in the same settlement very close to Gyanamma . When she
had a baby boy, she left him every morning in Gyanamma's house to be
lOOkea after by Krishnan while she was at work, Gyanamia had a small
cloth craddle for the child in her living room. Indeed, the child is .
really a part of Gyansuma's housec.

Though Suren f-_i:n..ds work on &nd off and bringé in some money but
his responsibility is great.als his mother doesn't mke much money.
Iz has two younger brothers who are .going to sghopl. There was a short
period when no one in Sursn's house had work except Shakuntala who was
going to the .brick kiln. Shakuntela resents the sharing of her wages
with Suren's family and has started cooking separately in the same hut,
Suren's mother was not prepared ‘o share iith her daughter-in-law
the ration settlement, Then +thce roof of their hut collapsed and the

two separated families had to live with some make shift shelter.
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Unlike Swarm; Shaluntala does pot have accesa ta her mother's house
in such ca_rmmstances, for she is marned below caste, What tum the
future evmte m_]_l talce is anybody 8 guess. In her hearh Gyanama
knows that Sbakmtala too :l_s not well Settled a.nd wﬂl have to fend
for. herself
Second San

A% along, the person who wa's wntil very recently a real help to
Gyanamma was D:.vakaran, her second son. Hé not only earned ten rupees
a day but contribifc.ed the m jor part of his eaimings ‘bo the family. He
had no v:.cea and Gyanamma liked having h:Lm work in the same k:Lln This
meant a lot of reSpect for her and the other woxkers were scared of
treating her Toughly lest Divakaran pick a quarrel with them.

Though Divakaran was only tWenty-'EﬂJo. :ﬁwr's 01d . Ia g?éod"off“'ei‘ came’
for his marriage. '.[he"giirl’s‘pai‘fj? wag willing to give a dowry of 1000
rupees and two tolas of gold, Also, the'girliwould hdve in her name
some 25 cents of garden land i,e. land om which you can grow tapioca
and coconut but nat paddy, in a village. called Attapara, only 10 kilo-
metres away from Trivandrum, The girl was literdte, having attended
school for five years, and good locking. . Krighnen, Gyanamma and the
rest of the famlly/bbii?; Divakaran to visit the girl's  family and the
marriage was agreed Upon. |

The date was to be fixed for the earliest most .- .cuspicious
seriod f_:pr marriages, Gyanamma 'a.nd Krishnan were very excifed about
the offer of. dowry and did not want to take any ehoneas lest Divakaran
wight decide to marry of his own zowril. Thoir neibbourhood was 2
wad place, for this sort of things could happen any day. Not only
would she have to put up with any.sort of girl but also lose all chance

of a dowry, In' the settlement, though common law marriages weTe
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severely looked down-aupon, they.were the order of the day. Both
‘Swarni.and Shakuntals had a commbn 1w mrnagem:y expose Divakaren
to the same danger ? Adowry- marriage was a realpreatlglous affair,

Gyaramia's fiTst job was to go and get a horoscope cast for
her_son, They got hold * of an‘ Ezhava pundit and paid him fourteen
rupees to cast Divakaran's horosope. The pundit also matched the
horoscope with the girl's and found that the earliest most auspieicus
day for mama.ge was the dé,y of Onam in 1976, They had to paj another
f_ive'ngmges for this. After all, this was a proi)er marriage, and this
“would give t‘ﬁe family a lot of }y‘restige. in the sq-uétfgz" settl ement;
' hence these expenses tad to be incurred. l

In this particular case the girl's party was better placed than
the boyls par'ty s:mce the g'.l.rl's three brothers were** masons, though
she had los'b her father

Once the mmage arra.ngemmts were flmhsed D:Lvakamn co]_'l_ected
the money fram the glrl‘ a8 party 1n three :Lnst;alments. W::bh the first
instalment of 300 rupees D:Lvakaran brought two nylon sarees, with
biouses cnd pett:_coa'bs to match two lungls and two towels all for
the bride. He also bought a small box, the :E‘:Lrst of .its kind in thweir
home., té i{eep the;' c’:lothesA Qtlflerw1 .ae , they l'nmb all 'bhe:l_r clo‘l'hes on
a clothes line tied to nails between two walls.

D:.valmra.n bought for h:u:uself a lungl and two sh:Lrts He stlll had
to buy some new clo‘thes for his parcnts, hlS unmarned sister and younger
brother So he ~bought these clothes f‘rom the same shop when he collected

some more Iﬂoney from the glrl's party. By the time everyone in the
family had new. clothes, he had spent 500 rupees.
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o7 ﬂlengxghb@unnghouseholds were mobilised to help make idlies

ot the: Peant.

The mrnage took place on the Onam day in a temple about 2 kllo—

D:.valcaxan went with’ h:Ls fa.’bher a.nd twantyone others ' nor,

h:w younger s:.ster and:’ brother, by bus to the temple. These

“ne:.l,ghbeurs from the sguatter settlemen“l;. Gyanamma herself a.nd

..:L:n the a.'f.‘temoan. 86 thé marmge parby reached there a .
'af‘osre :tha.t The girlfy par-by uias thea‘e already... The wedding. .
cmly f’lftaen mﬁ_nutes. Ihere&fter 8 smallfaast was he;.ﬂ.

e_ci with the bride; SuJatha s m-,_three taxi~loads to the

fiefids o do arati and welcome the bride. A brass lamp, which

@a.st«e. &e t'.olﬂ.d join them later for the fest once theocremon:l.e.,
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As the guests arrived, every femle guest admired the clothes and
jweuer'y the, Bﬁde r,foré . They were all so excited and happy. Gyanamma
would repeatedly 'I;éll ’a:ll the guesté-that now it is the turn of her
son and dau.ghter&:l.m".law__t-ollddk after her, e had become too old to
work é.ny more. This was ﬁer way of preparing them for the future When
she would retire from work and depend on them, Divakaran would just
“smile and not say anything. She would also add that she had chosen
the bride from a poor house so that she would be humble. Gyanamma
knew .very well that Sujathats family was economically muc-h be_at‘.cer’ off
than her own, but this was her way of keeping the daughter-in-law
humble. | _ . |
For a week after the wedding, the house was‘_fu_’_l_l of pe_‘ople,

vigiting and. congratulating Gyanamma. Divakaran and Sujatha used

the smaller of the two rooms in the house and ti_le,_I\est of. thé fanl:;l_'l,y
shared the living -room, No one from Gyanamma's house haLi l.gone to work.
dnyway, the brick kiln -i-tseii‘ wa3 closed .for more than a fortnight
bacause of rains. Then Qy‘anammalgot_ill from over extwustion. So |
Divakaran bought her a fe;.r_aspil'ins. Ho Inew that these I‘e]:n'.ef;re SOme
paln but Gyanamna's body ach(_éd and the f]__u would not go. For neafly
a fortnight the six people in the house wereliving on the left over

dowry money. The married cGauditersand their children were also present

most of.“ the walcing hours. Because of ﬁhe heavy.rains, Svarni's roof
had given way and éhealong with. her daughtef had to be accommnodated
by Gyanamna. Tt uas no’ri for nothing s theféf‘ore, that Divakaran , the
newly married son, was shoﬁ;ng signs 6f irritation with the house

and the people in itl
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 Gyananmals Tliness
Gyananmﬁwas aware of the growing teﬁsion in the house. She

noved ‘outi the goats and gave the Little 3 £t. by 4 ft. goat shed to
Swarni. to, cock her food separately. Divakarsn started going to work,
but ‘whatever he brought was not enough. He could not even take his bride
"Eé‘a ‘movie. -Day by.day, he started givirig less money to the family.
Gyamamma too showed no. signs of getting better. Things were going from
bad. to worse with her health so she went to the nearby Medical Colle e
HOSpl‘l;B.l She had to take her ratlon card with her for identification
and weit in a long ‘queve. They finally examined her and. gave her an
Jinjection and a prescriptionformedicines to buy. Gyanamm was not
happy either with their treatment or with their handling of her case.
So she did not buy the medicines and refused to go for further injec-
‘tiopS. -'In'stea.d , she went to a nearby -clipic run by a church school.
8he felt . she gotzbettf_er a'l;'beﬁtion there, but it did not really put her
Ea.clc- on her feet. Finally, she went to the Government #&yurvedic Clinic

3

and. qri;l_y then she started feeling better.

Gyanamma almost felt like ziving up work altogether. She felt
thet the work at the kiln was tot bard. It was hard work and her body
ached for rest, She very much wazrted to retire after the wedding. But

when she saw the tension building up at home she thought it was better

Tor her to go to work somshow, DHut even before Gyanamma could do

this, Divakaran a-md Sujstha went away for a while to stay with Sujaths’ -
: Dlvakaran wanted to have a lock at the land which was in Sujathe’-

0 back after a month and a half with

name. Sujatha was very happy %o
her inl-laws. Once Divakaran went, it took him a month to come back.

He wanted to plant tapioca on Sujatha's land. Alsc, his mother-in-lawk



22

roof needed reﬁlacjjlg'. So he pawmed Sujatha's cha:l.n and bangle and got
a loan of Hs,400 from rthelbank. He pave his motﬁer-in—law RS.150 to do
the roofing and spent the rest on planting tapioca with the heglp of two
other men, ‘. ‘

In the meafx’c.:i.ﬁe, the family at Gyanamma's house had to n:é.nage.with
only the intermittant wages of Girija, Gyanamma's unmarried daﬁghter.
That hastened. Gyanamma‘s going back to work. Sbe thought she could
start by carti g smller loads of say 250 bricks at a time. Having
mentally mconpﬁed herself with the idea that she c;mld.not stop work~
-ing, ehe soon started to feel betier. Onam, 197’7, is just round the
COI'II’leI‘ aﬁd Gyanamma has been fully at work__for almost a full year since
Divakamn's marriagé.

Divakaran and Sujatha came back and brought Sujaﬂ:a's younger
brother lwith them, Sujatha was now expecting a.. éhjld. Still- Divakaran
was in no mood %o contribute to the daily family pool of cash more than,
3 or 4 rupees and there were constant arguments. Finally Gyanamma told
Sujatha, in a huff, to cook separately if she wanted. That was what
Sujatha énd Divakaran wénted but Lad _nof been bold enough to suggest
to ner. They started using the soot éhed as their k_itchen; The naws
of sepamation of the kitchan spread 1:i:ke -wild fire in .the squatter
settlement. The seeds for the eventwl complete separation of Divakaran
from his mother had been sown. |

Luckily, the application witi: the Panchayat Office for the allot-
ment of land on which she is sguuitering with her family w.as‘in Gyanom o ° 2
owr rame, If ever it is alloted, the land on which her house stands
will therefore beiong to her, and not to Divakaran, who nrg'st eventually

move out.
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Gyanemne knows she has nearly lost Divekaran and will soor;lrlose
Gird ja:, her wumrried daughter, because she is bound to go off with
soms boy or other. She still bas one more son to hold on to. She has

.‘_g_one back to work and has not given up hope that some day she .can stor

Work' snd somedne will look after her and her aging husband, Krishuan.

‘mshnan's Goats
Kr:.shnan too was so invoived with the guarrels going on around in
the hoﬁse afﬁer Divakaran's .= wedding that one day he forgot to check
Yea¥ hi;‘si pregnant goat at lu;‘lch time. He. had taken her down the slope to
graze early in thé morming and had tied her near Swarni!s housge at the
foothill of the ridge. He had tied the Qoa‘_t with just a two ply coir rope
which it snapped and @nderéd afound It Tappe.»arls that is must have found
o whole lot of tapioca peel and ea_'ben. some, But the tapioca peé]s ary
very déngerous and make the animals giddy. By evening the goat was i1l
;. nd b',le&ting in p—ain' Wnenr the mgssé-;ge reached Gyanamma dnd Krishnan,
they immediately rushed dq-m_ tq”_s.‘_ee__ what "‘_ha_d_g_one wrong. Their first
zaspicion was foui z.ylay. _ Gyanamna eyen thought tiet . Sujatha, her own
. naw daughter-in-lav, might have, hgrsglf _o‘z':‘_through some lady, done scmc
black .nagic on the goatﬂ Luckily "fhe .goat. still had some small piece:
of taploca sk:Ln in 1{:3 mouth and_ xet d}.spelled all such doubts They
Lzmedlately trled to get some local herb medicines and set for the
squatter washer woman to Temove 2Ty possn.ble spell Brery neighbour wao
came ' to watch had his or he,r own remedy to recommerd. Gyanamm. 1_;rJ_ec1
all this and flnally ended up sPenduw some 3 Iis. . dosperately tryi
save the amml But it was too late. Gyanamma could not bear it amy

longer and lef‘t Krishnan to handle the corpse.
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Krishnan, naturally, wanted to recover as much money a&s possible, He

called his two Paraiash neighbours, of whom one was a professional but-
cher to cut up the goat. They wanted im return not only the usual one
‘kilo of meat but also the goat skin, knowing that it was too late in the
evening and Krishnan could not ge‘t anyone else to do it for him at that
hg@ The goat sgicin, if properly reclaimed, uswelly fetches around 20
rupees. So Krishman refused to @ rt with it. Iﬁe butcher still cut up
the goat but cut up the skin so very badly that Krishmnan could not sell
it fof a penny. He could c.anly sell the goat meat to the neighbours but
._that too at half the market price and recover thereby around 20 rupees.
Thig was a major .set back fc;r Gyanamma and as well aé Krishnan.
As was mentioned earlier, Krighnan had bought the gat for Rs.150.
It was pregnaﬁt already when he bought it and was now due to deliver .
any day. Krishnan was hoping that it WOuid not only start giving milk
soon but alse deliver couple of kids that he could bring up. Already,
he was baving two young goats from hi_s earlier goat. Bventually he hopeo
to buy a cow for ’_ch:_se. household, Only two other households in this
settlement of forty two have cows. All his plans were thus dashed.
Gyanamma was sad too not oﬁly because the goat was so close to Krishmes!
heart but also because it possibly made Krishnan feel useful.
Kri shnan was able to buy his bidis and an occasional cup of tea at
Jche..nearby shop with the money he made from the gcat'n; milk. Now
Krishnan was left with only two yrung goats to tend, If nothing
happens to them, he should be able to sell fhem for B§.'I5O each in

about a year, But that sum will be enough to buy a cow for his

family.



. &5
With Sujathe cooking sepamte.ly a.nd Krishnan's goa't dead,
the year beginning wlth Oram of 1976 did not turn out to be as hope-
ful as Cyanammsa, expected. ‘Tn fact, by the middle of the year the
prospect looked grimmer par‘l::_cu_._arly when Gya.namma allowed herself
to think of her old age, of +be davs when she wond be able to go to
work any longer and when both Knsnnan a.nd herself will have to depen

on someone else conq_alete_:l,y f_or their malntenance.

Propitiating the Devi

It was the month of M:I‘cl} and the _neafby_ Devi temple; wés being
got ready for its annual celebrations which are timed more or less,
with the harvesting of wiﬁter (I\'Im_idakan) paddy c.rop. Gyanamma's third
son, Anu, wanted to join other ch:.ldren of his age group, 11 to 15
who roll, on the appointed day,. J,y:l_ng down going round the temple
‘diety. (This part}gtﬂar cefemony is called Ural). To do so, /nu
would have to prepare himself by being on a vegetaxia;n aiet Ifor a
whole week. Also he was not to eat during that week an;.r food cooked
the previous day, Obviously, this meant that he could not eat for
breakfast left overl rice from the previous night. Gyanamma would
have to either cooic fresh food or give him money. to buy his break-
fagt, Also Gyanamms must cook a pmp‘er vegetarian meal for him in
the eveming. Ordinarily, she cooked some fish which they all ate
wvith rice and tapioca. Buying vegetables would mean another extra
sxpense. Then a new towel would have to ve bought for him, All told,

in  thc sweet rice (Ponml)
it would cost her at least 25 rupees/excluding/offering at the

temple.,

On the appointed day, Anu had o fast and go without food altogeihes

from the morning onward. He was teken to the temple in the afternoon.

fle had to have a new towel to wrap himself after a dip in the pon?



26
near the temple. The - priegh took all"fhe bo;vs in a group to the
pond; after they had their dip, each wrapped around hiuself the new
towel. ‘Ihen tﬂey were ‘bi‘ough’-b ceI;er.lllon.:i.;au.sJ.y. with beating of drums‘
and tom toms. . Once the oy reachad the temple embrance they were

asked to lie flat on the stomach and star'b ‘re1ling arownd the dle-ty

to the accompariment of the drums. Knshn_an and Divakaran helped
_ soon he and wag

Aru rell round the temple / . all others in his group/in a tramco

This took abewt an hour. Roll:.ng found and round on a completely

empty stomach with the d:_nm,ng soind of ~the drums, even a well bodied.
adult would feel dizzy v;ery soén.

Gyanamms. ha.d taken a vow to ‘cock gweet rice and ¢ffer it to
the diety. So she was in the teuple yard coocking sweet rice in a
ney md pot in the cqmpany of 200 other women all sitting next to
each other in a. row y eaclﬂl with her own stove and coqking ingrediehts.
Once the Ezhava templ-é priest came and sprinkled the hoiywater on
“er sweet Iice.;Gyanémma igft a portion for the temple and took the
rest home to share wa.th Any and the family, Xrishnan and Divakaran
walk_ed'Anu tack l;lome and gave him @ cold water bath and c:ocoﬁut water
to drink.

. Gyanamma prayed before the Devi for the early allotment of
land on which she was sciuat‘ﬁing. She_-falfb ‘ment.aJ_'Ly much"bejci.:ér
thereafter and :'aore“ reconciled to the family situation as it had
evolved dun_ng the sreé:r. She fellt the extra rﬁoney she now spent on
~ru was well worth it,

On the eve of Onam 1977, Gyanamma's house has two kitchens,
one Sujatha's who ﬁgw has & two~month old béby gii;l, and the other
Gyanamma's own. Sujatha has not gone out for work ever gince she

vas parried., Will Divaksran ask, or let, her go out for work?
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