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IMAGES AND IMAGE GAKERS:

Seme Insights from Work with Working Women

Vhat really is a woman's self imase? Who are her image makers?
When similar questions werc posed ahout the identity of the Indian woman
6r in the context of my own work,; about the identity of the working
woman, I felt equally r:lpless. These, no douut, are basic questions,
How does a researcher like myself get to know about the identity or
gelf image of the wewgonz .- ovlee 2ivu? I must confess I had not ewen
thbught of these questions; not to speak of canvassing them, directly
or indirectly with my respondents, however basic they are, I was con-
cerned about, or involved in, concrete situations of the lives I was want-—
ing to gtudy and understand, 411 the same, if my participation in the
seminar has to be useful in som2 way to those here who would be out in
the field in a very short time exploring basic questions, I should share
with you my experiences in the field and the insights of scme relevance,

I can offer on the basis of my field work.

I have divided the paper into three parts. In the first section,

I drew upon my field -experience to make a'feW"general observations about



the conduct of field work in order for i. to be revarding, In

the second section of the paper, T highlight what appears to me im=
poriant concerns ol the working woman in low=income occupations.

In the third secsion, I howve attempted to give ny wnderstanding

of the working women's own perceptions on the basis of my «Tservo-
tions of the liveé of the women I have been studying. I oo up the

paper with a few concluding observations of general nature,

The field situation

First of all, however relevant or l--:itimate our grestions
may appear to us at the project decign level, tney take on an entively
different dimensicn at the field laovel, Some questions are too
abstract to be 2ven translated or verbalised in a form to be undere
stood properly by the respondent, In any case, the respondent must
be able to relate herself to thé question before she is in a position
to answer it adequately. & responoe to a half-digested ouestion is
worse than no response because it can lead cne to unwerranted
inferences., It carumot be over—cmphasised why it is inportant for an

interviewer to get proper answers to her questions,



A major problem, I faced at the staxrt of my field work, arosc
when practically every one of my respondents would ask me twe very
pertinent questionst (1) How am I goingy to benefit by answering
your questiona? (2) Wiy iz it important for you to undexrs.and my
problems, if nothing is going to come of it? I had to tell them in
all honesty that there was very little that they would gain by answering
my gueries, but that I would gain considerably from undersianding their
situations, Frankly, this is easily said than done, For your respeon-
dents to understand and appreciate this can sometimes take a lot of
patience., But it is a barrier that you must cross in order for you:
to make any headway in your works. Then, and then only, will you be

able to depend on honest serious response to your questions.

Tnen there was another problem, particularly with the case study
method, While one has to narrow down cnd only choose a few hiouseholds
for intensive study, the ones you did not visit must not be made to
fee] that they did not matter much in your work, for they do matter
very much not only becauge the alienation of the neighbours might
well alienate your direct respondent but also because to understand
the neighbourhood of your respondant you may have to rely on the

neighbcurs for information of direct relevance to your worl,

Alzo, one has to be prepared to encounter any kind of reception
when you first enter o mspondent's house, In my case, vhere I have
been mostly working with women workers from the lowest income strata
of our society, I had to be prepared to face any l.ind of situation from

total acceptance to total indifference, or rejection., Even on subgequent



occcasions, i.e., afber you have broken the ice, one has to be prepared
for any situation., You cannot quite fix an appointment and ask youxr
respondent to be free for you at such and such'a time. Myreover, tip
moment you go to 2 house, your presence itself may attract so much
attention in the ncighbourhood, that you, could nave some ten to twenty
persons, ¢ .ildren, women and men (in that oxder, in terms of numbers)
following you. In such a situation, how do you ask any personal
gquestions? Privacy of cenversation is unheard of in these houscs,

even otherwise, And still, therc are many matters, peoplc even in the
poorest of houses, will not like to discuss except in utmost confidence.
We have 4o~ renenber as recscarch -ws that whatever be the class differences
among our respondents, the interviewer is always an intruier prying
into the privatsz livez o7 prople, While the rich are scared that you
may #e! to know more of their ' “fluence then they want, the poor are

embarrassed that you may expose their poverty.

How does one gain an entry point?

VWhen one wants to study 2 perticular household or group of
households, it would be worthwhile spending a few days trying to know
socially a few of the people in the group. One has to dzecide whether
to make an entry from the top or bottom, Most people find it easier
to enter from the top., However, I wanted to zain accesc from lower
ends., Let me illustrate. When I wes interested in studying o woman
working as construction labourer, I tried to get to know various people
who werc in some viay involved in construction, It is through them that

I came upon the particular construction worker I ultimetely chose for



my ir=depth investigationﬁ. Likewiace, when I wes siudving a squatter
settlement outside Trivandrum city, I tried fimst to recruilt a helper
from the settlemeni iitsell. She could ucrve as an informant as well

25 @ contact peint. I could also ciwek with her the inforration diwulged
to me Ly my respondents, Far move impoxrtant, Lt waz for me to undexw
sténd through this helper the currents and creoss—currenis in the settle-
nent, In‘thc three fishing villuges where I have recently worked and

in the coir and construction industry wherc I worled earlicr for pro-
files of working women, I had people from the same community helping

me in my work., After 211, whot we zre interected in is not mechanical
accuracy, hut contextual rcleveice. Who clse can provide this except

persons from within the same context?

Structuw iny of interviews

I do not know if I am makirg 2 new point, but I ought to shaxe
with you my experience on structured interviewing, In my field work,
I found it impcasible to condnet a structured interview nowever much
I would have liked to go on with it, The respondent is seldom on the
same wave length as the intervicwer., Yherefore, a question that
seems logically to follow to 2an interviewer from an cerlier questicn
may appear most odd to the r-spondent. I would rather be led by the
respondent's inclinationc than my own, Afler all, you can alwiys
restructure the material wou ceollect according to yourllogic. But
while .interviowing, let the wind blow freely. Wien I intervicwed

my respondents, thelr neighbours, relatives or friendy, I had to

constantly remind myself not to let the logic of my scheme of regearch



get the better of mo, There: is, no doubt, . 3% in this meshod of
unstructured in*erviocwing: of wasting one's time, but in uy expe?icncq
the time thus spent ic very worthwhilc, I the cnd, one 561s REwWTS
to all the questions one wishes Yo raize (nd quite satisfactorily.
Structured interviews, on the other hand,;, mun the risk of scordar awey
the respordents, TL wd when the recpendent cannot quite find en
answer to a formal quesion, it may give her a sense of inadoguacy and
in the process of hiding that, the interviewer may end up getting

Wrong auswers.

Imvortance of casting onc's net wide

I would like al-o to cmphasise thot onr ~annot study 2 raspondent
in isolation. Onc musi obsexrve her in her total environment!, To give

3 - L

o conarole exampli, iﬁ L3 o b s o cormTete piloture of the constru-
ction worker, I hac to obscrve her in her ¥ i}y setting, L her woric
with hor friondsz, and in the conmumity in addition to stud:;-ing her
individual day to day houze~kceping and other activitices. Thus, one

nas t0 cast one‘s net widc around the ruspondent and her 1otal environment
in order to understand nd relate hor and her behariour piitters,. Myl

conversations with the wenien workers I hoave dudied accuirad z fuller

meaning for me only when I had obscrved cach in her total environment,

does one accomplish the above? I went tc the various work
places to observe the construciion werker at work zlong with her fomelc

and male collecagues., This gave her a clcar idea of how she dressed to



to her work place, with wvhom she socialised, [iom whom she took
orders, and what sort of psychic and physical problems sha faced ot
the work situation. I would also accompany her when she vent shopping
to get an idea of where she would shop, how she shepped, for how ouch
and from whom. I cowld thus watch her interaction with o;héra. Cften
there was no need to ask questions. It was encugh +3 obsorﬁe. When
I waz studying the egricultural Jabourer, I found thuai she had problem
buying on credit, Sc I went to moet the shopkecper with vhom she had
regular dealings to find out what went wroeng, Virtually, an inter-
viewer shadows her respondent during all her activitics., 4t tho suame
time she must not intrude on her agtivities., This approach of cacting
"

ona's net wide is what I found most usceful in my field work. It

helped @wc 2lgo galn nome insizhts into the psyche <f my responderto.

IT

SOME EMPIRICAL OBSERV..TIORS

On the basis of the work I hove done with working women from
various low-income occupations, I shall now try to sharc with you the
insights I hove gained on important issues of rclevance to us in this
seminar, I shall deal with these issucvsg under three major headingss
(4) Problems in a farilys (B) Problems in work; aad (C) Problems

in the community. While discussing these issucs, I shall draw principally



upon illustrotions from the five bilographizs I have written of

]

such worcn n ry Profilec in Female Foverty, 411 “hwe five waen I

studied had hshands who were engeged in casual wage labouwyr. The
agricultural labourexr is married To a4 man who is & truck londar and
the brick worker's hushand waz & boatmza. bul he has bzon without
work for several years ncw. The construction worker's husband also
worked on construction sites as an unsikilled hand but she has been
deserted for some yzars nowv, The woman ccir worker is married to an
agricultural labourer and tho figh vendor's husband has beer. 2 coolis
fisharman, i.e., one who doct not havg a woat of his own, bal is not
wprking any wmore because of ill health, In taking to work outside
the kouse these women have T o able to reducse “he mumber Jif days tae
houschold goes wirout any income altcgether., Though the five women
studiea by me 4i¢ sfgepud i wsllerent occupations, the tmpe of work

opcen te them is unekilled, v emwnerative and ¢ hausting.

his Problow~ in +he family:

(1) iferital Instability

fis I go hack over my cas: studies, it is eclear fo me that the
bazic cconcmic prohlem of sheer survival anu dey ib day existence is
the most pressing issun, women {rom the strata, I have studied, face.
Indeed,; the women I studied touk to work invarigbly becouse either
their husbands had intermittent incomes or they were not there to
support them. If they were not dead, they had descricd the wife and

children, 4nd, still to say so would be telling the most obvious,



Given the basgic econcmic problem, one of the most difficult
and spreading probtlem women fron low-income nouseholds ceem to face
is that of being a single parent,; in effect if not also in letter,
On the emotioncl side, many working mothera are burdened vith the dual
responsibility of caring for the children,; boeth physioally and ercticnally,
single=handedly. One oflten came across women desertcd, divorced or
separated, by their men, even when the marriage had properly been.
solemnised, Where alliances arc of the common law type, desertions
seem to be otill more common. With the menace of dowry entering cven
low income groups, wore and more girls from these households enter into
cormon 1lew alliances, This furthcr aggravates the gltuction and intro—
duces sgrcater instabiliiy in turn, In comiion: law type of allisnces,
the plationships toud to L: fragilc and women have to take care of
regponsibilities even earlier than is the case of
regularl married women, &11 ti throe daughtors of the brick worker I
gtudied, and also her grand daughters have entered into common law
type of alliances’in recent years, The son of the agricultural labourer
I have studied has also brought in a common law wife, I heve widched
2 number of thesc alliancegs brezk, In caswes where the first marr'gge
was @& formal one but it failed, which oftcn seoms to hanpen after tweo
or threce children, the subscquent a2lliances arc common law relationships
entered by both uwen and women, In my more recent work with ficherwomen
from Araya Hindu and Latin Catholic houscholds, I haove noticed that

marriages tend to be far more stable among the Latin Catholics, than

among the Hindus of comparable econamic class,
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(ii) Coymitment to the Family

In three out of five fmniilies studied, the working women
is now the principal carner. The consiructiuvn worker har been
deserted by ner husbond for several years ncw, Her grown up so:, who
]
has had eight years n: scheooeling, nas still to get zefttled tdewn o
work, Her daughter, in her early teens, has yet to stari soing out
to work. The brick worker's husband has retired from his wosk as
a boatmen. Hex grown up sors and daughters are marricd and living
geparately with their own families. The grown up unmarried daugnter
earns her own keep and also saves o 1ittm for her nariiase., The
figh -endor's hushand has ne* gone out fishing hecause cf ill healih
but at least two out of her five gons might scon start enining their
sorn,
keep. licr looou/ v Yoe bren to school, however, prover a liability
beca. se he would not dirty Lk  hands and clothe: doing fiszhing or
any other manual work. The other two sons are too young to take to
work. While Uwe gzowm up married daughter 3. looking ofier her owm
family, the zirl still in her early teens is occupied rull time deing
the household chores when the mother is out vending fish. So for
these three families, existence itsclf will ke problemetic if ocur
principal respendent were not working, They are the 1winstay of their
families, 1In the other two famllies, i.ec., of the agr.cultural labourer

and the coir worker, the husbands zre fully involved i1 work and axe

contributing to the upkeep of the {family.

If one were to judge the commitment of these women to the
familv bWy the proporticn of their wage or daily earnings which they take

back home and compared it with what ‘their husberids contributed when they
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wore earning and livirng with them, womer's cormitment is clearly
stronger than wmen's. Women invziiably brouglit back home a greater

proportion of their wage thor their men.

Still anciler way of judring the conmitment would e
the readiness tc¢ take up any Jjob. Thus whiles women were prepared Lo
take up any Jjob when there was no work available in their own occu=—
pation, men gonerzlly tended to stick fto their own occupation. While

the agricultural labourcr tocok up Jobs in construction and brick

making, her busband would conly dc Joading and wiloading eof trueks,

In the sense of atizchment to the children alsew, the women's
commiiment is stronzer tha., men's, In the fuw cases o degertion I
came across in the coursc of these sbi ics .icn have slnogt ciways

moved out leaving the childrer. to the care of the mother,

(iii) Mewaming the Household

Regardless of whether the working woman herself heads tho
household or inot, shec has 1o shoulder thie Tesponsibtility of not only
providing the househeold with wherewithal but also deing practically
unaided the household chores, [n practically all tle households T
studied,nol only de working women have to do full time paid work
cutside the house, but also thoy attend te the daily chores of the
hcouge like cooking, cleaning and taking care of children., Where they
have girls, they withdraw them from school to help with chores a

home., Only the coir worker did not withdraw hertvo ¢irls from schcol,



(iv) Aspirations for the children's marriage

Apart from the basic problem of fuveding and z2lothing children,
onc tning that ceane out ropestedly was the trorendous concern of
parents, particularly nmotherc, 1o shelicr sheir childwmen as fuz cg
poasibtle from the bad Infiucncus of the cnvironment in which they were
iiving and grovwing up. Wnhatevor clse this concern might be zaid te
reflect, 1t & pears to me that it was, to 2 very large oxtent, conditiondd
hoth by the experience thoze wemen have themselves undewoonc s also by
the expenrience cf their neighbonrs, relatives or fiiends. They did
net approve of the zlum culturs, and its various manifestatiors, oven
though -hey were forced %o be - .t of their cultuve,

The couasvraciicon ,ouizor, T ztudicdy; went to great iegths to
confin. lher teenage daushter 1 chin the four walil @ of their hut. She
would not let the daughter lale up work outcide because of the [zct
that she would cowwe in contact with men. Nor would she &licw the girl
to nove about freely in the neighbourhood. She was very concerned that
her daughter should not comc in contact with undesirable roung men of
the sectilement becouse siews afraid that ore of thie boys would entice
her into a2 comen law type of relaticnship and speil hor changes for
a proper marriage. She wanicd the daughter to get prépexrly married,
even theugh such merriage wmecant uov—a~days zn arranged dowry marriage%
coasting M5, 10,000 just a5 a stable Jjob for her gom meant greasing the
palm of the union toss to more or less the same tunc., Stable marxriage
for the girl and siable Job for tho boy came out her main conccrna

L eam

and botn mcant exchange of lai,ce sums of monps y much heyond her
Ashands



capacity.

Those whe have read my profile of the woman ~onsiructicn
worker will recall ihat shy came {rom = weavirg farily. o her,
taking to construction erk wou ilzell pessinl- 2 come cevwa, It is
quite posgible to argue, trherefcore, that her aspirationz arl concerns

for her daughtor are nobt quile ike same a3 they would be for other

wemen construction workers.

This brings me te the agricultural laboursr T studied, In
scveral ways, the agricultural labourer was the oppesite if the
construction worker T ctudiea. The construction worker ias always
complaining aboul things whereas tlhe agrizsultural labour:r wWas an ek
bodiment of happy resigralicon of things, YW_ile the construction
wWOTKeT Wiy 4fgressiveiy prcicotive oif weil chillreny particularly
giris, the agriculzural latourer gave no such indication in her day
to day concerns. Stili, the agricultural labourer turred out to he in
g grcater hurry to zet her under-age daushtar narried, The monent
thry found out a "suitable™ boy for her, the girl wes narricd off even
though it meant promising dowry beyond their means. {fier the narriage,
quarrels cver non—fullilmint of the dowry procize seenn to have driven
the girl to actucl suicide. DMy profile of the agricultural labcuver
dees not mention either the marriage or the suicide. Both happened
after T hac¢ written cut my sbory. Again, aven though the nrick worker
has allowed hex» daughters tc enter intc commen law type alliances, she
makes ne secret that she just accepted things and evenis as they came

by because what she considered proper was giimply hteyond her reach,



She felt hers wes a nopeless case, Dub hir sspirations for ner children
N A ,

were ng different tirn those of the more articul 1%z Loiasiructieon worksr.
After all, the brick werker's second son went in for a dovwry mar-iage

with the full approval of ‘his mch.r and fagher,

But is the imagze ther ol! szmm to have ol a vroper marriage
cloge to reality? The consiructicn worker who, as I said before, was
most articulate on the subject of her daughter's marrigge,thougﬁ.she
ﬁgggftlékkgghappy experience in the so-called proper marriage. ler
husband uwl+imatelyr walked cut on lwr bocause the full amcunt promised
as dowry at thé time of her morrinc had not been paid. Here, ¢ne has
possibly 7 : make a relrntive ¢rali slon in that while proper ma:riages
may end up in failure, the chanvees of failure are felt to be eren greater -

for cormern 2ow i, . oo SllldiiCew:

What is evident hexc i3 tliat women vpexrs’st in meintaining full-
fledged allegivic v we vonventienal rorms thoursh they may not e in a
.position to adhiere to it satisfacturily. The attachment to the idea
that life long maxrin~> is the ordy de-irebie way of living comes out
rather sharply, Furthermor:, il would appear that thic attachment to
the ideal was actuated nod by “he amb:tion to do as people of better
socio—ecconomic statvs but to z2in approval within their owm sroup. Since
they live in mcre or less homogenous groups belonging to the same socio—
“econonic class, thcy apperr to be more concerncd with gettinmy the
apﬁroval of their 6wn group rather than o the larger society. The

agricul tural worker wanted to show the construction worker tnat she +oo
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conformed to the sane values of a preper marciage for her daughter,
It is only the brick worker who, knowing that she could not live
upte 1it, had to develop other psychclogicel refercnces to be able

to cope with the eixcing conditions.

B: Problems in Work

Before we talk about the kind of problems thny face in the
work situation, we must remember tiat work itself creates problems for
most women in this category, To many women from these househclds freedom
ucans release from outside work, taking care of their own homes and

having more time to spend with their children.

Por t..0se who ~are driven to work, for one reason or another,

the problenms are weny, Awong these; the most impprtant seem to be:

(i) arducus nature of work itself,
(i1} = lack of regulaxrity,
(iii) relegation to the lowest rung of hierarchy, and
(iv) shortness of working life.

(i) Arcuous nature of Work

In wost occupaticns, where vomen workers are employed, the
nature of work open to them is messy and strenuous. In construction,
we all know that they are involved in earth work, or headload transpor—
tation of heavy granitc stones, nricks, concrete or cement bags. Though
the risk of mcident is there, litde protection is assured. The constru~
ction worker I studied had at least *wo serious accidents within a

short span of four years. The work of the brick worker is equally strenucus



and messy, Carting 40 or 50 kiloz of c¢lay -~ burned utricks cver her head
and negotiating rough terrain or congested recads,ig no easy job. In
agriculture. i+, oeant standing in slush for heurs on end, when Ihc
agricultural worker was cngeged in transplonting or weeding., Thas

zame kind of marshy surroundings form the environment for coir worker
The barcefoot figh vendor had to walk long distances with water Jdropping
all over her from the fish basket she carried over her head. The brick
worker, once when she was in a reflective mood declared "what use are

our headsz for, excent carting loads",

(ii) Job Irregularity

Though work is sc hard and messy for women, it is still not
easy for them to get job easily, Even when they get a job, it is
net available on a regular basis, either because work itsel” is of a
seasonal nature as is che case with agricultural operations or it
changes its location from +time to time as is the case in constiruction

of work at

where when work site changesamuilabilija/another work site is uncertain,
My construction worker has to keep in the good backs of mere than one
Mistri so that wien she loses job with one, she can go tp the other,
Gaining entry to a work site is @lways a problem, 8Still, #hen the
monsoon is on, there is little work. Worse it is when trere is a
slump in industry. In recent years work availability has depended
on the availability of cement, When the industry itself is in doldrums
all workers are in difficulty, But in my studies, I found that women
are at a perticular disadvantage., They are alweys marginal in the

industr-, They are thrown out first and taken on last, DMale prejudice
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seems to surface the moment the golng becomes hard,

(iii) Permenently lowly

Doesn't matter what jor women of the occupatiocnal groups I
have studied hold, they seem to be stuck tc the sanc type of work
for 21l their working lives. There exists Jjust no avenue of raxing
a better grade., This is irue in agriculture, construction, coir,
brick-meking and fish vending. ‘'en can look forward to becoming masons
one day; I have never come across & woman mason in my whole life, My
construction worker is cne of the most intelligent and perceptive women
I have et, but she has remained a lowly unskilled worker all adult life.
When she was a child, che worked on looms for a pittance, but then things
went souw ard %t verld vas ecloged fo her. When she became an adult,
she st *ted worl as a construe "on worker and she continues tc be the

same after 20-25 years,

(iv) Short Working Life

Not only does childheood last for a very short span of life for
these women who are compelled ic take up werk but also their working |
Yife does not last long. In orxder to do hard work day in and day out
on meagre existence, one does not remain physically fit, for many years,
it appears. 01d age descends on them pretty early. Women workers can get .o
jobs in construction only between 20 and 40; after 40 it all depends on
how well preserved a woman is ccnsidered to be by the Mistry cr Construction
contractor who takes her on. The zame ig prossibly true for men also, but

what is interesting is that when men cannct find work ony longer they



18

seem easily to become dependants of their wives. On the other hand,
when women ccnnet find one work, they must go znd lcck for anothér,
doesn't matter how lowly the other job is because she has to bring up
her fanmily or at least  maintain herself. She cannot in tura go
and join her hughand; for some reason that c¢ption is only open *o
men. The brick worker I have siudied has g husband who retired as &
boatman at 40=45 and all he has beer. doing for the past 10 years or
so 1s to tend 2 moat or twe, take care of the tcddlers for their
daughters and neighbow s when he is. renerally around. Hia contribmtion
to the family income¢ is nil, The brick worker continues to werk and
look after him, Here, to project the image in her neighbourhood that
it.is a stable family with the .:n in the house ie important for her.
She is prepared tc mnke all possible sacrifices towards that end even

if 1t means mainiaining L. at Ler cost.

C: Problems in the Community

Women who work outside tireir homes have a low status initheir
own eyes and in the eyes of the cormunity in which they live. The
woman who works is at the bottom of the heap, Work itself is hard and
unsatisfying, Also, work, particularly when it has to be done in the
company of men, is quite demeaning for women. In construction, for
instence, since there are always more women looking for work than
can be employed, the fortunate ones expose themselves to accusation of
immoral relationships, TUsually women acouse women, Asa, men they

are working with take it for granted that these women can be had,
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If still women go for construction work, 1t is because circunstances
compel them, Though the community in which the women live recognises
that due to economic pressures they have to take to work outside the
house and that tooc in the company of men other ! -an their own kith and
kin, this is at the same time conridered as u depurture from the con~
ventional standards of behaviour which obtain feor women and is tnercfore
considered a negative aspect of such women, Their interaction with
other mn at work sitc oxposcs them to risks, suspicions and loose talk,
Thuir so-callcd cconomic independonce is, therefore, a matter neither
for community aplemb, nor of sclf-satisfaction. Is it any wonder:ihat
these wemen do not look ferward to their daughters taking to work out-
gide the house? Though the fact that a woman is not working in effect
would rucult in lozin: “her confidenee, freocdon and say in the houscheld
mattows ut she gains the accept~mce from the commmity Thecause of

the fact that she is marrizd to & man who can afford to kcep her at

home, seems tomore than compensate,

Iv

What is my understanding of the working women's own perception?
Usually, those women are so invelved in coping with day to day cxistiomce
they seldom have a frce moment to think, look bzck or forth and find
out or explain what keeps thoem at their lovel of existence. Their

problems of the moment take up .11 their free time, In my field
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experience I found that the reason they are unable to answer what we
consider as major questions of cause and effect is that they have never
applied their minds to such questions. When we raise with them such
questions directly they are surprised at our lack of understanding.
This does not mean, howover, that we cannot draw inferences from the
host of information that we collected otherwise. The important

thing then is to be clear about what we arc looking for.

Fatalism or rationalisation?

The brick worker who was somewhat more articulate than others,
said to mc once: "Ampe, look at my fate, every single day I kave to
sweat to carn ry livelihood. I don't know wherc the next day's bread
will come from, This is ry punishment. He. e¢lse can you explain it®"
She did not blame the society for condenning her to such cxistence nor
the fandiiy which forced ner oo go out Lo carn a livelihoed nor even the
industry which squeezed cut all that she had to offer, giving her vir=-
tually nothing in return, Net that ohe could net conceive of & con-
dition which is better, but shc knowsg she would not realize it.

Knowing that she was helpless she haod to condition hersclf and adapt

to the reeclities of the situation.

While the construction worker sees her pr.oblems in terns
largely of an irresponsible husband and an unhelpful finily, the low
caste agricultural labourer blames nobudy, net even for the death of
her youthful daughter, The Latin Catholic fish vendor does not have
the strength even {o ask her pgrown up eldest son go out and work-

go that with her husband total., wisuited for woirli there can be sonc
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addition to the fanily incumc. 8o long as I have sunme strength in ne,
I chell keep the fire burning in ny kitenon, What happens thereafter,

I just do not know',

Only the coir worker who was bent on seceing her daughiers
tarough school felt, that the society, the State in particular, was
totally unhelpful to those who went to help themsclves. But she had
participated in the colr workers' struggle agoinst nechanisation of
ceir defibring a struggle that was not so altogetheor unsuccessful, th.ugh

a life cor two were lost in the ciurse of the struzsles

Could we say that barring the coir worker the others were being
fatalistic? I an nct sure, All the five, including the coi£ worker,
having talksn so work ontside 1thie house arc clcarly attempting to improve
thelr situation tr the cxtont their circumstances pexrmit them, Sc
then accopumiece of fotoenast Lo oonwloored passive, 4Also, the fact
that they euntribute to the nointonance of tucir fanily, inadeguate
though . it may be even from their owr angle, must be giving them some
sensc of satisfaction. The fact tnat cven the fieh vendor, who is
otkriwse altogether overwhelmeC by her adverse situaticon, plens "to
kcep the fire burning" in her kitchen shows that she docs not consider
herself altuzether heipless, The sase is true of the égcing brick
worker. At the same tine they scor: to have a fairly realistic asscsg-
nent of what live outside of their reach, The brick w:rkcr kncws
very well that neither she nor her daugliters would graduatc tc noulding
of bricks. That is a man's job. Iven the coir worker scens to

realise that the prevailing divisizn of roles botween rien and wonen
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is difficult to undo. But given tue constroints, they are all
endeavouring to do sonethaing about their respective situation, So

they cannot be dismissed as fatalists. Realists, yes,

Religiosity

Except for the coir vorksr, in ail the cascs I have sc far
studied, ry respondconts have been intensely religious, EBven the coir
worker cannot’be described as irreligicus though she does displcy
2 nind of her own, In the fishing villapges, where I have laiely been
working with Hinduw and Christisn nuuscholds, the nost inportant or
the best spot in the house is reserved as a proyer riom, Prayers
are offered rpularly both norning and evening and vows and pilgrimagos

undertaken without exception,

Bven tlhough tie Seoick o~ ovor I studied couldld not afford the
expensey, she had no courage to stop her tuonoge son to take part in
a temple celebration because she was afraid that things would becone
even rore difficult for her if the gods got estranged. At least in
a hard and difficult world, religion apprors, rightly or wrongly, to
give tliese wonen sovnc solace and confart. Wiy d=es o noor person not
- rebel against roligicn? This question has yet to be anawered adcqua~
tely. But one does not have.to po all the woy with Maxx to recognize
that it serves to provide a sort of psychological prop in having to
face up to advekse econcnic circumstances day after day. At the sane
tiney one nust guard apsinst overstating the influence or the hold

of religion. 411 my respondents werce, ac I said intensely religious,
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hut that 2id not stop them frop deing things, which they lmew were
disapproved of by their religion., The fisherwonan went chead and got
her dausghter married cven- thoush the Parish priest would pot solennize
it., Her husbhend underwent voszctony. The censtruction worker wder—
wvent aterilisction and so did the daughters of the brick worker

shen they felt that having nore children would only «2d te their

daily problen of existence, They did not wait for religicus approval,
The two important things in their decision to got sterilized were
firastly that sterilizaticn was ccnsidered safe and secendly that
further addition to fanily size was not considered nocessary, Religion
did rot promote the idea of family planning but it 4id not cone in

its way either. If in spite of 211 their efforts they fail in their
lives, which iz oftcn the case, rcligi:n is o way of ccning to ferms

with the dark realities oi life, It is a way out to keen once's scnity.

Chonrrivy: ospirations

Since nmost of the poor women live in 2 sort of honogencus
neighbourhsod they are surrounded by peoplce in sinilar econenmic cly-
cunstances, When I have spoken of corrunity in this paper, I have
used the word in this narrow sense. They want, first and forcenest,
to get, and kecop the epproval and roespect from their immediate neich-
bourhoed rather then the larger saciety, Their positive an? negative
inago makers cope first from there and only then from clsewhere,

But thot dees not nean that things were static beczuse ecomrmnities,
in the narrow scnsc used here, arce constantly changing their visions,

Let nme relate 2 little story which seems to have some bearing on these
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questions., Quite rccently, I csked the cont ructicn worker, the

nest .intellipgent of all ny respondents, if she could point cut t2 ne

once fenily that she would want to be like or emulate. Shc.rcplicd

te me thus: "In oy ncighbourheed therce is, ns you lkmow, a farily

with two scns in the Gulfs they ~re carpenters and they live wa'l,

But what is the use of my wantins to be like then? I connot offord

all the expense I necd to incur to send ny son to the Gulf.," Fvidentally
she has built aspiraticns and these aspiraticns have undergone chonge.
Barlicr, when she sent her son to learn car drivin:, she khoped to have
hin fixed in a regular jub requiring skill, Later when that ¢id net
seon to werk, she decided to look for a Jjob for her son in a lecal factory
even though the suns needced wore boyord the imnedicte reach., Fow,

she has heard of the Gulf, thoush she is not sure that the prosibility
is reclisablc. There is. elearly a certein ¢ynanies of formetion and

chanpe in aspirations,

Concludin: Obscrvations

I nover raiscd with ry respondents questions ained, directly
cr indirectly, at ascertaining their sclf inoge and their inage nokers,
Still, I cannct 'say that, on the basis of the information I pathered
on the persons I studied in dopth, certain—judgenents cannot be
forned- on thesc matters. I have sprken of the ideals thet they aspire
for, What they are looking for is stability in. their marital lives,

a sense of sccurity-in their economic incines.and.respeetability

in their.eommunity. Women I have studiced arce né where within reach
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gocrt of ideal they seen to be working for, cach in her owm way, The
foet that in actual life husbinls tend to desert woemen in their nest
critieal pericds does not prevent wonen fron yeerning fer o stebloe
narricge. One reason for the prefercnee tor o proporly scleonized
rarrizge cver a conmon law type of alliance for their daughters

ig alteijether actuated by tho single=cinded mppsuit of the idenl

of stobility in narri Having a men ercund the house, even if he
is not working, lends the houscheld a scnse of security and respectas=

bility in ti:e community,

When we conie to the q ~stion of work, whilc the ideal rcmains
to he one of not working outsidc the house, particulorly when it means
working with i.wny cuc 18 woiki:.,, cennct boe avoided becouse of th: pre-
sures .f the eccononic situnti. i, then the idenl ‘iich working women

like to strive for is toc have regulnr steady jobs for themselves,
If they cannot hope to have steady jobs bringing regular income, at
least their menfolk sheouvld try for them. In fact, the idea of a
gteady, reqular job for their menfolk is something that 211 women
look for regezrdless of whether or net women themselves are foreed out
of the house of work, What could lend a grester sense of zecnoric
security and stability than a regular steady job? But it is for their
nen that women scenm to gseek the advonceriont i this ideal first oand
foremost. Rightly or wrongly, even women who have not been well seorved
by their men do not seen to strikc anothcr path, they cften n~ttrihute
their merital instebility to the lack of steady jobs and reguler

incomes of their nen.
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Just 25 the idials necd not be permancnt, so also the
self-inage, because the latter is largely an asscossnent of one self
in relaticn to the idecl. If 2 success in one's mcrch towards onc's
ideal rmeans an advance for one's self imaze, 2 failure should have
the o) posite effect.e 4Also, if ideals are advancing faster than one's
abilities to aottain then self=imarse should suffer in the process,
Unfortunately, with the pgencrally regressive bias of what little
econorde progress the country has nchieved since Independence, the pooxr
have had mere failures than successes, and poor wonen have had the
worst of it 211, So the sclfl image of the poor weoren in India may well

be at its lowest ever.
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