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The Red & Gold Pen






Mithu wakes up with her alarm at 4.30, before her husband
and two daughters, as she usually does. She quickly washes
and dresses and then lays out her daughters' clothes and
bags, eating a little leftover ruti-aloo tarkari and packing the
rest into two lunchboxes - one for her husband, Debu, and
one for herself. She then prepares her daughters' breakfasts
- a glass of milk and two biscuits each - and cleans up the
mess she has made pouring the milk. Mithu's eldest, Mahua,
has a big exam today and Mithu has bought her a present, to
wish her luck. She had seen Mahua looking at the pen - red
and gold, with a bright, shiny lacquer - in the bookshop near
the station, and she had saved part of her wage to buy it.
She wishes she could see Mahua's face when she opens the
packet but is getting late so leaves it by her bed and rushes
to the door with her bag. Debu will see to their youngest,
Bina, getting her up and dressed and walking with her and
Mahua to school before heading to Sonarpur where he works
as an auto-driver.
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Sonarpur Junction is a 25-minute walk WIS (BIBTT OITsT2 g A B8P 271 @S| (@t
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flicker; she will have to replace the batteries N
but cannot afford to do this until she is paid
again next month.
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Mithu reaches the station as the sun is rising. She has her
monthly pass so heads straight to the platform and over to I
the group of women she travels with most days on the 6.30
train. It's an extremely busy time to be travelling, and all the!
carriages appear full when the train pulls in. But Mithu and
the others have no choice; their employers expect them to

be at work before eight and even though the journey is not
too long for Mithu, trains are often delayed - which is why i
she must set off in good time. Mithu and others sometimes
ride in the general compartments when coming back from
work, if these compartments are less busy than the ‘ladies’. .
But at this time of the morning, they generally opt for the
‘ladies’, scrunching up their bags and squeezing themselves
into the little remaining space. They do not want to press
themselves up against unknown men who might, given the
crowd, inappropriately touch them.
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Inside the carriage, Mithu notices that Rinku, one of the
regulars, who works in the swanky apartments near Gari-
ahat, is not with them. Rinku rarely misses work, so Mithu
asks one of Rinku's neighbours if something has happened.
“Rinku argued with her employer yesterday and said she will
no longer work there. It was about her clothes,” the neigh-
bour explains. “You know how she was wearing jeans? Her
employer told her off, saying that she should wear ‘proper
clothes'. Rinku gave it right back and then left.” Mithu has
never dared to wear jeans, to work or for any other occa-
sion, but once when she'd worn a new sari, gifted by her
employer, a different employer had started asking ques-
tions, insinuating that she was up to something because she
was ‘dressing up’. Mithu is glad that Rinku talked back to her
employer but is also worried about her friend who may now
struggle to find new work.
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Ballygunge Junction is heaving as usual. Trains pull in one
after another and announcements blare from overhead
speakers. People rush and bustle in all directions. Those
from Mithu's train make their way towards the bridge,

the more daring among them cutting straight across the
tracks. The crowd is a real mix: students and office types
with backpacks and laptop cases; hawkers with wares of
all shapes and sizes; and women like Mithu, dressed in sa-
ris and salwar kameez and ready for work in other people’'s
homes. Mithu steps down from the train and takes a moment
to look for her friend, Pushpa. She saw her get up with the
group at Sonarpur but then lost her in the crush and crowd
of the carriage. She waits a few moments more and then
sets off alone, worried that she'll be late for work.
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Mithu usually rings the bell and waits for a
key to be dangled down from the window
but today the door is open and she walks
straight in (the cook or someone else must
have accidentally left the door open on their
way in). Mithu then makes her way up-
stairs, removes her sandals, and knocks on
the right-hand door. Her employer - a kind
but stern woman in her early fifties - an-
swers almost straight away, quickly asking
Mithu how she is before grabbing her bag
and disappearing from the apartment to go
to her own job in an office. Mithu doesn’t
mind being left to get on with her work since
this means that she then has more time to
spend in the other homes where she works

- particularly the third home where she gets
along well with her employer. Mithu starts
tackling the pile of dirty plates in the sink,
her mind drifting to Mahua and her exam.
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Mithu is so preoccupied with thoughts of her daughter that
she doesn’'t notice until she is outside again that the heav-
ens have opened and the street and drains have bequn to
flood. She's forgotten her umbrella so hurries over to the
shop across the road, sheltering with a few others under
the plastic canopy. When the rain eases off, she makes her
way swiftly to the next employer’'s home - a slightly larg-
er apartment in the adjacent block. Mithu is absolutely
drenched - and late - when she enters the apartment, and
a small puddle of water gathers at her feet. Her employer,
noticing the puddle and the mud on her sari, looks irritated
and tells Mithu in an off-hand tone to change quickly in the
bathroom. Mithu is thankful that she remembered to pack a
spare sari but wishes that she was in the next home, where
her employer never rushed or treated her like this.
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Finally finished with her work in the second home, and
although late for the third, Mithu is relieved to be outside
again, in the fresh, now-cool air. She hasn’'t had time to eat
her lunch, which is probably why she was beginning to feel
faint in the stuffy, closed-in kitchen. When she arrives at
the next home, a more traditional

Bengali house, she is grateful to receive a plate of leftover
pulao from her employer. Mithu eats quickly from one of the
plates given to workers, answering her employer’'s ques—
tions between mouthfuls. She is touched that the woman
has remembered her daughter’s exam and that she asks her
to let her know tomorrow how it has gone. Although Mithu
is getting older and beginning to feel the pains other wom-
en speak about - pains which develop over years of travel-
ling and working - it is moments like this which make it all
more‘beg,[able._ This employer also gives Mithu a bit of extra
monby- eaﬁh ma\*thrfor her daughters’ tuition. Mithu and her
. ;husband appreciate this greatly. =
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Back on the street again, Mithu is relieved to be finished with her work, her arms and legs aching from all
the stooping, wiping, and washing. She starts back towards the station, contemplating taking an auto be-
fore she remembers that she is planning to cook something special for Mahua and that she had better save
the little money she has for groceries. As she arrives back at Ballygunge station, she realises that she's
now desperate for the toilet. She didn’'t go when changing her clothes in the second apartment as she was
already feeling rushed and worried about having to take more time to leave the apartment to use the sepa-
rate workers’' toilet downstairs. Frustratingly, she also forgot to go in the third home, where there’'s a clean,
separate workers' toilet inside the house. Now, as she knows all too well, she will struggle to find some-
where that is clean and free to use. Mithu has not used the toilet in Ballygunge station recently and hopes
that it has not flooded in the heavy rain like the one in Sonarpur station often does.
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Getting out of the toilet as quickly as she can, Mithu almost
collides with Saira, a younger domestic worker whom she
knows through commuting but whom she has seen less of
since Saira became pregnant and started taking a differ-
ent, later train to work. Noticing that Saira is upset, Mithu
asks her what's wrong and Saira explains that she has been
feeling nauseous and threw up just now in the house where
she was working. Her employer was not understanding and
told her that if she is unable to continue working in her
condition, they will look for someone else. Saira also thinks
that she heard her employer muttering something about
her being Muslim. Saira has already had to cut down her
work because of her pregnancy; she cannot afford to lose
this job, which is the only one she has left. Mithu tries to
comfort Saira, reassuring her that the nausea will pass. She
also wonders if she should contact the women from the NGO
who've been visiting her village. They've called a meeting
next week. She could go and ask what pregnant women can
do to keep their jobs.
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They only think of having
one child after another.
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Because of the delays in finishing her work, using the toilet,
and then bumping into Saira, Mithu misses her usual train
home. She is frustrated and also worried as she has not yet
heard from Debu who had planned to finish work early and
call Mithu with news of Mahua's exam. As usual, Mithu also
has a lot of jobs to do at home and wishes to get through
these before enjoying what she hopes will be a nice, cele-
bratory meal with her family. She takes out her phone to call
Debu, but then spots Pushpa, who is a little further down
the platform eating her lunch. Mithu remembers that Push-
pa works in four homes daily, usually travelling back at this
time. Mithu is eager to explain to her friend that she had
tried looking for her earlier, but Pushpa, a gentle, under-
standing soul, stops her mid-sentence and tells her, with a
wide smile, to forget it. Mithu and Pushpa then share their
food and Mithu tries calling Debu, who doesn’t pick up. Try-
ing to stop herself from worrying, Mithu turns back to Push-
pa and tells her what she is planning to cook for dinner.
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When the 3.30 train arrives, the two friends are relieved to
see that the general compartments are not quite full, and
certainly much less cramped than the two ‘ladies’ carriag-
es’, which, they can see, have women hanging out of the
doors. They clamber up, pushing past a group of men who
are getting down, and grab hold of the vertical rail in the
middle. After a few stops, they manage to find seats oppo-
site one another and, placing their bags on their laps, begin
discussing the gated community where Pushpa works. This
morning, Pushpa forgot her ID-card and the quards who'd
rotated again and didn't know her face called her employ-
er to check who she was and if they should let her through.
One of the female guards who was tasked with searching her
also then took everything out of her bag, placing the items
on the table for everyone to see. Mithu feels upset that her
kind friend has had to endure such humiliation, and can only
shake her head as she listens to Pushpa recount the sto-
ry. The two friends soon fall into a thoughtful silence and a
gentle breeze drifts through the carriage providing some
relief from the stifling July humidity. Mithu's blouse is damp
and stained under the arms; she will have to wash it, along
with the sari she had on earlier, once she gets home.
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In Sonarpur, Mithu and Pushpa cross the tracks and head
towards the market. Mithu quickly peruses the vegetables
before picking up two small aubergines and five eqgs - Ma-
hua's favourites - and handing her money to the vendor. She
was happy to sit and rest on the train but is now keen to get
home and find out what has happened with Mahua, and why
Debu is not answering his phone. The vendor begins to ask if
Mithu and Pushpa have heard about the incident at the sta-
tion, something apparently involving the police, but Mithu

is already zipping up her purse and walking away. Her friend
Pushpa follows swiftly behind.
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Mithu and Pushpa part ways at the auto
stand and Mithu finds herself once again
on the wet, muddy road connecting Sonar-
pur and her village. She recognises sever-
al others, who are also making their way
home, but does not stop to chat; and when
she turns the narrow, plant-strewn path
leading to her house, she is a little out of
breath. Debu, she can see, is sitting on the
doorstep attempting to console Mahua,
who has her head in her hands and is cry-
ing. Spotting Mithu, Debu stands up and
explains that Mahua thinks she has flunked
the exam. Mithu and Debu exchange a loving
smile; this is not the first time their eldest
has thought the worst about an exam, only
to go on to score near the top of her
class. Mithu ruffles her younger
daughter Bina's hair and moves
closer to Mahua, putting an
4‘\5 arm around her and telling
her not to worry,
that she likely did
much better than
she thinks. She then
takes out her gro-
ceries and tells Ma-
hua about the nice
meal she's going to
cook for them to cele-
brate. Mahua smiles and
thanks her mother for the
pen.
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Mithu gets swiftly to work on the family meal, chopping

and preparing the vegetables before leaving them to fry
and simmer with oil and spice. She then quickly sweeps and
tidies the house - a small two-room structure made of brick
- and sets about changing and soaking her clothes, pop-
ping back into the house intermittently to check and stir her
pots. Mithu usually asks Mahua to help with the chores on
days that she and Bina do not go to tuition, but today she is
happy to leave Mahua playing outside with her friends. Bina
is sitting with Debu on the bed, flicking through her school
books and eating from a plate of muri.

T8 BITST @0t AT | SISt (PBPB, (@t Tt
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0 NSO (| [P WIS FoAND 3 IHM 57
QT et | T ST (=TT GTRIBT, ]I 5T U6
359 IO, (G5 (AT T QIO QUTO, FeTd IS Aot
IGAIC]

21



A little while later, the family sit down to enjoy their meal,
the good atmosphere dampened only slightly by the raised
voices they can hear from next door. Mithu's neighbour
Laxmi is the same age as herself, though because of her
upper-caste credentials works in the better—paid role of a
cook, earning more than Mithu who is from a lower-caste
background. Lakshmi often confides in Mithu about her
arguments with her husband, Sanjay, who is a bit older and
doesn’'t work due to a hand injury. Like many other men in
the village, Sanjay reqularly spends his wife's earnings on
drinking and card games; and, often, when Laxmi returns
home late, he becomes suspicious, sometimes beating her
and taking away her phone.Clearing away the plates, Mithu
feels grateful for her husband who, although sometimes
asks questions when she is late, rarely shouts and never
once has lifted a hand to her. Mithu makes a mental note to
pop around to see Laxmi tomorrow after work, when San-
jay is out meeting friends. She will ask again if she wants
to meet the women from the NGO - Mithu knows that they
have helped women like Laxmi in the past and hopes that
Laxmi will say yes.
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It's getting dark and Mithu suddenly remembers the clothes I8 251% TS 261 @ SITIRIATRET ALAS

that are soaking in buckets of soapy water outside. She OO T HIBT 2 AG W] 3 T ifer
stands to go and tend to them, stopping for a moment to JIR (SteT| 9P Yo IfGT BT rcet fAet |
regain her balance in the doorway. She is exhausted and TR PI3 18I, IS GIWR, IMG 8 S @ 5]

looking forward to getting some sleep, though she knows IS BT BE B0 ARIK GO IS @R T
that by the time she is finished with rinsing and hangingup  >T9¥? 917 2@ 1) fofed THE Q@ @@ AR

the clothes, plus the other tasks she still has to do, it will SIIETIS G 37 Y Wi o, 1738 (g 35316
almost be time to get up and start all over again. Mithu can  ATfAR B[ (IR BISITBE Jrd AT PG T
hear her daughters laughing at the television behind her; I3 I eA1sIe 39 (T I TG A6 2 2@

she glances over at them, curled up watching cartoons. She  &iJ FT SGICHATT ST BRI 79T AN
sees that Mahua is twirling something in her hand - the red 9301 T91217 B MO 2W, T8 BATT 9BbI AQA I3

and gold pen - and smiles. She is pleased that her daughter YO—TR® GO BIATES JTeTfod AT AT (ST
liked her present, and that both girls seem to be doing well I fad|

in school. She makes another mental note - to save and buy

something for Bina next, a new colouring book perhaps -

before crouching down beside the buckets.




24

Further information
and resources

Groups and organisations supporting domestic
workers in India

Parichiti (meaning ‘identity’) works to support and mobilise women domestic
workers in Kolkata and surrounding areas. For more information and contact de-
tails, see: https.//www.parichiti.org.in/ and https:.//www.facebook.com/Pari-
chiti-Making-Women-Visible-100682173347583/

The Paschimbanga Griha Kalyan Samiti (PGKS), or the West Bengal Domestic
Workers Welfare Society, is an organisation that fights for the rights and dignity of
domestic workers. For more information and contact details, see: https://www.
facebook.com/PGKSpage/

The Pune Shahar Molkarin Sanghatana, or the Pune City Domestic Workers As—
sociation, has a membership of over 15,000 women and has been active, as part
of a broader Maharashtra network, in calling for legislation on domestic work. For
more information see: http://www.wiego.org/sites/default/files/publications/
files/Gothoskar_New_Initiatives_Organizing_2005.pdf

The Self-Employed Women's Association (SEWA) movement in Kerala works for
the rights of poor women workers and is attempting to unionise and profession-
alise domestic work, playing a role in recruitment, acting as a union, and encour-
aging training and skill-building. For more information and contact details, see:
https.//sewakerala.org

The National Domestic Workers' Movement (NDWM) has been championing
the rights of domestic workers, children in domestic work and migrant domestic
workers in India since 1985. The movement is spread across 17 Indian states and
engages nearly 200,000 domestic workers in major cities, towns, and villages.
For more information, see: http://ndwm.org
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authored book Limits of Bargaining: Capital, Labour and the State in
Contemporary India (Cambridge University Press) published in 2019.
She has also edited and written in various peer-reviewed journals and
edited volumes.

Anchita Ghatak is a women'’s rights activist and a development
professional working in the non—profit sector. She is one of the
founders of Parichiti, a women's organisation that works to create a
gender equal world by articulating and fighting for the rights of women
domestic workers, other marginalised women and girls. Anchita was
part of the group of activists that initiated Maitree, a women'’s rights
network in West Bengal in the mid 1990s. Anchita has also co-founded
Kolkata Initiatives to promote local philanthropy and support elderly
women in poor communities.

Samia Singh is an illustrator and a graphic designer based in Punjab,
India. Samia studied Visual Communication at Srishti Institute of

Art, Design & Technology, Bangalore, India (2009) and Printmaking
at Il Bisonte Instituto de Arte Grafica in Firenze, Italy (2012) Samia’s
work has been exhibited in India, Singapore, Spain, Japan, UK & Italy.
Samia'’s clients include UNFPA, The Economist, Huffington Post,
National Geographic, Pan Macmillan, Standard Chartered, Tourism
Australia, Clinigue, Japan Foundation and leading universities in India
and the UK.

Website: www.samiasingh.com; Instagram: samiasingh_art

Lauren Wilks is a feminist sociologist and social researcher with
interests in work/labour, gender, and inequality. She studied history
and sociology at the University of Edinburgh, and she received her
PhD (an ethnographic study of commuting and domestic work in
West Bengal) in 2019. She is currently an ESRC Postdoctoral Fellow
in Sociology at the University of Edinburgh.For updates on her work,
follow her on Twitter: @wilksls
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Mithu is one of a vast number of women commuting to Kolkata for domestic work. She lives with her family outside the
city, in a village close to Sonarpur, and she travels daily by local train - often suffering delays and rushing to and between
her three employers’ homes. The work (washing dishes, sweeping floors) is low—paid and little-appreciated, but it provides
an important source of income, helping Mithu to support her family and pay for her daughters' education.

As we travel with Mithu, from her own home to her employers' homes and back again, we are offered glimpses of her daily
life, trials and tribulations, and love for her family. We see how, for Mithu and many others like her, commuting brings ad-
ditional challenges, complicating and compounding many of the issues facing domestic workers in India, but also how, for
those doing it, there is often a profound belief in the power of education. It is this belief - and the hope of a better life for
their children through education - which sits at the heart of The Red and Gold Pen.
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