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Introduction


A Second Look at Our Households


NITIN SINHA AND PRABHAT KUMAR


The everyday life of the Indian middle class has significantly changed in the last thirty to forty years. Modern techniques and technologies have brought new ideas about society and family: there’s comfort from air conditioners and coolers in the bedroom, the pleasure of savouring iced drinks due to refrigerators, the ease of washing clothes in the washing machine and the option of warming up food in the microwave. A large number of women now go out of the home to work and to earn a living. The structure of the family and household has also gradually changed. Joint families are fast disappearing and nuclear families, particularly in urban centres, as a result of migration due to marriage, for employment, or both, are becoming the norm.


But then, as the saying goes, the more things change, the more they remain the same. Domestic servants in various avatars – domestic aid, domestic help, domestic staff – are still permanent features of Indian middle-class households. They were present in the days when cooking was done on the goytha or lakdi chulha (earthen oven that uses cow dung or firewood for fuel); they are present when induction plates adorn the beautiful modular kitchens. They were present in the past; they continue to be indispensable in the present. Of course, the nature of the service, the ways of hiring, the gender component of the service class and the aspirations of the servants themselves have all changed. But the reality of their quintessential presence is unchanged. It peeps through, perhaps not so surprisingly, in moments of repugnant realities. In 2016, when a distasteful advert on the website Bookmybai.com encouraged the man to forget about diamonds and, instead, gift the wife a maid, the reality of ‘new India’ and its crumbling domesticity was revealed. The cracks due to the burden of housework, which disproportionately falls on the woman, needed to be cemented not by conjugal sharing of work but by hiring a maid. The starkness of unequal engagement with domestic maids becomes visible when extreme incidents of apathy come to the fore. In 2018, a picture taken inside a Delhi metro train went viral on social media, in which a maid was sitting on the floor while her employer and the child were on the seat. Servants are expected to conform to a specific set of manners and gestures and adhere to a specific way of talking that displays subordination. The lavish display of technology from the bedroom to the kitchen and from the bathroom to the stairs of the apartments in high-rise ‘societies’ has failed to make paid human labour in household chores redundant. In the eighteenth century, there were different servants for different tasks. For instance, an aabdar cooled the water with the use of saltpetre and a farash swung the fly whisk standing behind his reclining master and mistress. Who knows, in some glass-sealed apartments with rooftop gardens, there are special washing machine operators and dedicated carpet cleaners.


The paid labour in these households tends to remain invisible, but that is our misplaced way of thinking. First, we must realize and accept that the long history of institutional nexus between law, method of employment, mechanisms of policing and the power wielded by the employing classes have rendered domestic servants invisible. Second, their (enforced) invisibility sits ironically with their quintessential presence and demand in well-to-do households that depend on their labour. Even in households of average means, a part-time maid would come to clean the dishes and the house. And third, their invisibility is also a product of the expected norms of performing and maintaining social and class differences between the employers and the employees. Such boundaries are not only to be observed within households but, as the metro image showed, also outside. The ‘invisibilization’ is a product of this boundary-making exercise which is routinely observed and breached. By sitting silently on the floor of the metro rail, the domestic maid observes the boundary as well as makes herself visible to the public gaze.


The inevitable dependence of middle-class households on paid domestic labour often reveals itself in moments of crises. It has come to the fore most recently during the series of Covid-19 lockdowns. For any period in history, an ‘episode’ or an ‘event’ that disrupts normalcy is perhaps the best gauge to understand the nature of that normalcy itself. The crisis reveals the comfort of certainty. This is true for our times as well. As in the routinized normal times, these servants, aides and helps remain invisible, the disruption in the routine exposes their presence and reveals our dependence on them.


If we turn our gaze to the most vibrant ‘archive’ of our contemporary life – the WhatsApp group forwards and memes – it is hard to miss how ‘humour’ is deployed to gloss over the troubled domesticity of these households. In one joke widely shared on such groups, the coronavirus is said to have brought about significant change in the majority of men’s lives: instead of bar and Scotch, Vim bar, a popular dish-washing soap, and Scotchbrite, an equally popular brand of dish scrubs, have been placed in their hands. Indian men finally claimed to do domestic work, albeit grudgingly! In another, a woman endearingly tells her husband she would not allow him to go back to work after the lockdown is over. On being asked for the reason, she says that she likes his way of doing household chores more than the maid’s. Amidst the slew of laughing and ‘ROFL’ smileys that these jokes evoke in virtual spaces of bonding, little noticed is the fact that humour has effectively created a myth that in Indian households domestic work is shared equally between men and women, suggesting that in the post-coronavirus world, employing domestic maids will become a thing of the past. Ironically, the reality was captured in the unpleasant advert that came out in 2016: maids will remain the inevitable provider of labour and care in the households of their employers; in fact, in a rather objectified manner of being more valuable than a piece of diamond jewellery.


In the past, globally, it was imagined that the system of paid domestic work would come to an end. In the West, by the mid-twentieth century, the presence of paid domestic workers declined to a great extent. In India, around the same period, employing a domestic servant was explained through the incidences of poverty, illiteracy and the caste system. It was nevertheless thought that as these social and economic evils would disappear with time, so would the widespread practice of keeping domestic servants. As humankind was imagined to move towards progress and modernity, the ‘feudal’ piquancy attached to the system of paid domestic work was believed to become a relic of the past. The reality turned out to be otherwise, both worldwide and definitely in India.


From Mexican nannies in North America, Filipino maids in the Middle East and eastern European cleaners in rich western European countries, there has indeed been a resurgence of paid domestic work, which in turn has produced many forms of inequalities. Some commentators even call it ‘neo-slavery’; others point to the hidden network of trafficking, particularly of young girls in this business of providing servants or service providers to households. In India, too, when the demand for regularizing domestic work was made in the last two decades (by bringing workers under the protective umbrella of legal and social security laws), many cases of girls being trafficked into big cities from poorer regions such as Bihar, Odisha, Jharkhand, Chhattisgarh and West Bengal were brought to light. According to Global March Against Child Labour, out of around 215 million child labourers globally, more than fifteen million are in domestic service, a majority of them young girls.


For instance, in one of the many cases of this type, Ratni, a fourteen-year-old girl from Jharkhand, was brought to New Delhi as a domestic worker. She was about to be sold as a slave into prostitution when she was rescued by the Bachpan Bachao Andolan.1 The role of lawyers and activists has been noteworthy in taking up the cause of regularization of work and service providers or recruiting agencies. According to Jeet Singh, in a policy brief of 2014, the likely market for child labour in the National Capital Region of Delhi can cause a circulation of as much as ₹205 crores to ₹1,554 crores of illegal money in the market. The agencies make huge amounts of money in this system of procuring servants from ‘backward’ regions and placing them in urban households. The growing number of unions and associations of domestic workers has indeed played a crucial role in the demand for better regulation of work and in securing better working conditions.2


Since Independence in 1947, seventeen private bills on this issue have been moved by different parliamentarians across party lines in both houses of the parliament. From the initial focus on regulating working conditions, the last few (introduced as recently as 2017) have expanded the scope of the definition of both work and worker. While the vocabulary of the employer class has inched away from ‘servants’ to ‘helps’, the legislative demand is for recognizing them as proper ‘workers’. The paid domestic’s work at the household, goes the argument, should be seen in the same way as work performed at a site of construction or in a factory. And this is the crux of the contention – the labouring rights of the domestic servants/workers would be very difficult to achieve unless they are seen as workers. This would, however, mean that the household of the employer needs to be recognized as a ‘worksite’ – a place of employment – to be governed by certain well-defined laws and regulations. But our sense of the division between the public and the private spheres of life comes in between this way of thinking. There is a palpable discomfort in letting law define the household, little realizing that perhaps there is no aspect of life untouched by the shadow of law. Yet, the inviolable sanctity of the home as a private set of relationships that includes domestics reigns large in our imagination.


The languages and bonds of kinship ties – fictional and established – expressed through terms such as ‘kaka’ and ‘kaki’, used for elderly servants, draw them into the world of private, emotional ties with their employers. The presence of the state or the law is then resisted to govern this relationship. Yet, emotional affinity is only one half of the story, that too, most likely a tenuous one. In many cases, as seen in films and noticed in literature, employers are also not averse to invoking the authority of the state when they wish to do so. The common refrain to the servant – ‘will report you to the police’ – allows the employers, primarily due to their class position, to discipline or scare their servants using the authority of the police. The fictive or imagined kinship ties break down in that moment. This is noticeable in many of the stories in this volume. For instance, the story ‘Bahadur’ beautifully captures the waning bond (son-like) established with the newly arrived boy-servant. Soon, beatings, reprimands and suspicion of theft replace the language of affection, barring the reality of the difference between ‘son’ and ‘son-like’. In ‘Ratnaprabha’, the woman protagonist of the same name first gets the street lad, who later becomes her servant, thrashed by her driver. On noticing that this beating has led to no ‘reform’ in him, she then threatens to get him beaten up by the police.


Bridget Anderson, a scholar who has written on the subject of domestic servants, had a fascinating encounter while interviewing a servant. The latter told Anderson that the problem is not that the employer might treat her as a slave, the problem is in treating her like family. Many researchers have pointed out the constrictions and the manipulative possibilities that emerge out of this claim and the imposition of fictive familial bonds. Servants also indeed use this language of bond to claim and demand more help, usually monetary, from their employers. But the argument about bracketing emotions into the logic of law is a misleading one. Law and regulation are being wielded to better regulate working conditions. They are being demanded to place accountability and transparency in the system of hiring and employment, and in the treatment of domestic workers at their workplaces in either one household where they are live-ins or in multiple houses where they work part-time. None of this should actually affect the emotional connect between employers and employees. Currently, the absence of well-defined parameters of work (leave, absence, pension, etc.) together with the privilege of class which allows access to state power weighing heavily in favour of employers makes this relationship structurally unequal. After all, following the controversy at Mahagun Moderne Society in Noida, it was the bastis of servants that were demolished and not the apartments where the employers resided.


In the last two decades, various studies have shown why legal regulation of domestic work is important to improve the working conditions of domestic workers. It relates to establishing a transparent and accountable system of hiring, limiting the hours of work and leave, having provisions for redressal of grievances and abuse and covering them under pension schemes and other social security benefits. This has been globally acknowledged, with the International Labour Organization (ILO) Domestic Workers Convention, 2011, (no. 189) stressing the need to provide ‘decent working conditions’ for domestic servants. India signed the convention in 2011 but has not ratified it so far.


Seen from the employers’ side, there would be many who would genuinely question the legal ‘intervention’ in the organization of their household work. They would insist that domestic work is a different kind of work that cannot be treated like work performed in a factory. Further, they would claim they are always or often benevolent to their servants. They would allege that the problem arises because of the fault of the servants: they commit theft, they are disloyal, irregular, lazy, slow, insolent and so on. ‘Whatever good you do to them, they won’t change their conduct’ is the common refrain from the employers’ side.


Harbouring a benevolent attitude towards servants might definitely be true for some employers, but benevolence cannot be the basis of policy formulation. The benevolence, with time, can start thinning, as it happens with the protagonist of the story ‘Wo Chor Tha’. Lakshmi Babu shows extreme dependence and trust in Laloo, his personal attendant. But when the theft of his personal effects and money begins, Lakshmi Babu turns distant. He starts doubting Laloo even if he does not blame him directly. Laloo also feels the growing distance but cannot do much to undo the changed relationship. The relationships formed on the basis of loyalty and benevolence, therefore, can turn very tenuous. In a work relationship based on a waged form of service exchange, the question is: why should the conditions of work remain completely undefined and left to be dealt only with trust, emotion, charity and loyalty?


When a large segment of the population earns its living by doing dishes and cleaning floors in others’ homes, the dignity of work and personhood cannot be left at the choice of benevolence practised by others. This is the fundamental difference which needs to be hammered in. Paid domestic work is not seen as ‘dignified’ work. Benevolence of some employers is not enough to restore the dignity of the human being who performs paid domestic work. This workforce is extremely vast, and we do not even know its exact extent – the number of domestic servants in India ranges anywhere between four and ninety million according to a 2011 report on domestic workers by the ILO. The personalized forms of ‘welfare’ and ‘support’ cannot be the bedrock for matters of life and livelihood. Generosity is not a substitute for accountability which, as reasoned by experts, can only be achieved through law. Such a vast workforce, that has not even been concretely enumerated, cannot be left at the mercy of the benevolence of employers.


Further, the historical lineage of this line of thinking – that the household is a place of benevolence for servants – is premised upon a greater degree of infantilization of servants. During the debate on one of the first bills that was introduced in the parliament in 1959, it was said that employers should treat their servants as children which would be beneficial for both sides. A fictive tie of kinship is invoked to establish harmony. This infantilization goes even further back in time – a colonial official in his early twenties would call an Indian servant in the fifties a ‘boy’. It would not be wrong to mention that such an epithet is widely used in Indian households in contemporary times as well. Denial of adulthood extends to denial of personhood. It is no surprise that ILO’s convention linked the idea of ‘decent work’ to the universal concept of human dignity. Whether servants are treated with the same kind of dignity as is expected in an exchange between two equal human beings is worth reflecting upon.


II


While the struggle for recognizing domestic work as ‘work’ continues in the political and legal arenas, let us turn to literature to both understand and reflect better on the nature of this relationship. There is a reason why we think literature can tell us something more about the texture of this relationship than what can be gainfully gleaned from court cases or newspaper reports. We read stories and through them rediscover the world around and inside us. Literature is a cultural document that informs us about society as well as reconstitutes social realities. Literature not only communicates but also mediates and shapes social reality. In addition, very crucially, literature documents the social experience of our everyday life. It provides a sensory texture to complex reality and, in doing so, makes it affective and graspable. It empowers us to perceive the beauty and oddity of our mundane and everyday lives otherwise lost in routine encounters and daily recurrences. In simple terms, it makes us sensible and sensitive. We hope that readers will have a similar experience while going through this collection of stories.


The stories presented here are as much about the domestic servant as they are about the master and mistress and their family members. They are, in fact, stories of middle-class families and their domestic lives. These stories bring out the functional and emotional dimensions of interdependent lives. The lives of people like us – the readers of this book. And in doing so, they also bring out the lives of our maids and helps. They come and work in their employers’ homes every day and then they retreat to reappear the next day. Ever-present in our homes as they are, they play a crucial role in maintaining and sustaining the tranquil rhythm of domestic lives. The domestic servants visibly manage our lives at home as well as outside in various capacities (as cooks, ayahs, cleaners, sweepers or providers of other services and care work). We develop affective relationships with them. In this exchange, they are loved, feared, trusted, suspected, respected and humiliated. When their routine presence is interrupted, we immediately acknowledge them for their absence. We also acknowledge them when we reflect upon our (domestic) lives, as we can notice in many of the stories in this book, particularly in two of Mahadevi Varma’s stories, ‘Rama’ and ‘Sabia’. The reminiscences of childhood and the kindness of character help us see the presence of servants, quite centrally, in the lives of master/ mistress-narrators. Sometimes, they come across not as devoted, loyal persons but as defiant ones. The beggar boy on whom Ratnaprabha takes pity, while also simultaneously getting him disciplined through physical beating, does not say much. His silent mode of communication irks and fascinates his mistress. Later, as he becomes her close attendant because she wants it so, we notice the inversion of the relationship. Mangal (as he is given a name) becomes the master, who through his patience, silence and eventual departure provides a closure to his nonchalant, restless mistress who finally ends up seeing herself as his devotee, admirer and, in fact, worshipper.


These stories remind us that literature is also an arena where we can observe to a greater extent the complex totality of the lives of servants. When events of conflict – usually crime – get reported in the media, we only learn about the moment of encounter. In contrast, these stories deal with the quotidian flow of life, emotion, moral boundaries and dilemmas as well as changes in the life cycles of both masters/mistresses and servants. The fictive narratives offer a better grasp of reality. In order to illuminate lesser-known historical subjects, such as domestic servants and their irreducibly complex social milieu, literature becomes indispensable on at least two counts. One, literature is complementary as well as an alternative to official and state-sanctioned narratives. Archives are organized based on what the state requires to preserve. Literature, on the contrary, aims to capture social reality. What seems socially relevant gets recorded in literature. Two, literature provides multilayered narratives of the historical–cultural world we inhabit. Hence, it provides a richer texture of social relationships.


However, just as there are challenges in working with ‘archival sources’, they also exist in relation to literary sources. After all, literature is bound to contain the element of fiction. It is a mirror of reality, albeit not reality per se. It also contains ‘perspective’ as much as state documents do. Literature is borne out of literary cultures that change with time. Genres change, sensibilities change, and so do the ways of thinking around social and political issues. Cultures in themselves are never static. Literature allows us to map the changing culture of relationships between masters/ mistresses and their servants in the past and how they have mutated into their present forms.


In India, conventionally, the histories of non-literate peoples are difficult to write. Workers, peasants, servants – these groups have usually left no accounts in their own words. Unlike Victorian Britain, we do not find letters and diaries written by servants about their work and life. This is not to say that those who leave historical accounts in their own words necessarily make the task of writing their histories easier. Stories, therefore, become one crucial resource of excavating the lives of unlettered men and women. And yet, difficulty persists. It is evident while reading the story ‘Ratnaprabha’. While the story revolves around two characters, Ratnaprabha and the street boy-turned-servant, there is another servant in the story. He is the driver of Ratnaprabha, present in the narrative to simply receive orders from his mistress. When we notice this kind of formulaic presence of lesser lives in stories or other types of documents, we realize the insurmountable difficulty in bringing such characters out of the wooden frame they have has been boxed in.


In toto, these stories present domestic servants in myriad ways. At times, they are present to symbolically refer to the annoying changes of the ‘new times’; sometimes they are present to reinscribe the value of an idealized tradition. Premchand’s ‘Maidservant’, which resolves that it is better to do housework on one’s own than hire servants, does both at the same time.


Sometimes, the stories use the servant figure as a prop to portray a romantic, melodramatic life journey of success as in ‘The Whip of Fortune’; other times, the servants become the bearer of those voices and desires that the society does not want to hear or notice. However, their desires, which baffle, surprise and confuse even them are perhaps too obscene or repugnant to be known socially. ‘On the Boil’ and ‘Blouse’ lay bare the inner selves of male adolescent servants. Through their presence, we see an interlinked life of authority and submission, order and defiance, shame and revelation.


What we also notice are the links between the private and the public. Ratnaprabha goes to the riverbank every morning – an open public space – and, in that recourse, brings home a servant literally from the streets. Bahadur, on the other hand, runs away from his home to avoid his mother’s beatings and appears as a servant in a distant place. Here also, after the initial love and care, rebuke and beating become part of his everyday experience. Their entry in and exit from the households tell us how, in spite of the guarded sanctity of the home, the paid labour we depend on keeps these households at the cusp of the private and the public. The runaway boy-servant might reappear working in a tea shack on the highway or in a town dhaba as ‘Chhotu’. This character is central in the story ‘Dajyu’. While taking orders from customers, Madan develops an instant affinity and closeness with Jagdish Babu as they are both from the same region. The initial warmth nevertheless dissipates and Madan has to take back his fond epithet (Dajyu, meaning big brother) for Jagdish Babu. In that course, he brings back for himself the ‘public’ identity of being called a ‘boy’. In the fleeting glimpse of him beyond a waiter-boy – Madan, who has a family elsewhere that he misses – returns to the identity of ‘boy’, a waiter serving customers their orders.


These stories not only represent the interwoven lives of masters and mistresses and their domestics but also allow a peep into the world of servants beyond the space of their workplace. Rama, Mangar, Bahadur, Dajyu, Sabia, Laloo and Madan – all the servants in the stories have their own families and relationships. While they face hardships in making their livelihoods, they also find joy in their familial ties. These stories allow us to see what a servant’s life could possibly look like in totality. While appearing as shadows of their masters and mistresses, the servants’ personhoods are visibly recognizable in literary representations. In other words, by being able to read their words as well as silences, we get a sense of not only how they acted but also about how they thought.


As literature is premised upon the use of language, let us raise here a fundamental point on the use of language to describe servants. Our ‘liberal’ values have recently made us aware that it is impolite to call domestic workers ‘servants’. They are ‘helps’. We consciously use the words ‘us’ and ‘they’ as the English-speaking readership of this book would largely fall under the category of us, that is, the servant-hiring classes. The word servant – the Hindi naukar or naukarani – perhaps reeks of a ‘feudal’ past. A sense of stinking rawness of domination emanates from these words, which we want to avoid. With our modern sensibility mixed with a pinch of shame and guilt, and a dose of fairness and politeness, we want to sound respectful in this unequal relationship. The question is: are we really being respectful towards them by changing the term itself – by shifting from Hindi to English along the change of the terms from ‘naukar’/‘naukarani’/‘servant’ to ‘help’? If the word ‘servant’ starkly offends by reminding us of unambiguous inequality, then the word ‘help’ makes the work done by domestics appear benign. One can argue that the term ‘help’ is a camouflage born out of an urbane sensibility, which fundamentally devalues the work performed by domestics: the ‘hidden’ meaning or intention is that the master or mistress of the household remains the actual ‘doer’ of all the chores. The cooks, the maids, the cleaners, the ayahs, they simply help. Is that really the case? The transition should be from the servant to the worker without the intermediate ‘aid’ of help.


III


In this volume, we have chosen to bring together eleven short stories originally written in Hindi and Urdu by leading practitioners of their craft. This is just a small sample from the large swathe of stories written in various Indian languages, which, of course, need to be read in their original but also deserve to be translated widely. In our effort here, we have focused on the stories that were originally published in Hindi or Urdu, thus offering a glimpse of broadly northern and eastern Indian households, work and relationships that spin around paid work. But while our choice of language may appear limiting to some, within this selection, we have covered a range of households, but more importantly, sketched a narrative in a way that will not be regarded by the young readers of the book as artefacts of an ancient past. They cover the period of the twentieth century and indicate the presence of the immediate past in our times. These stories roughly cover the period from the beginning of the twentieth century until the 1960s−70s. As most of these stories are unavailable in English,3 they particularly appealed to us for the purpose of translation. The anthology caters to both literary and progressive political projects of our modern times: the aim is to present stories about servants, or to re-read servants into well-known stories, and by doing so, come close to understanding the muted speech and voice of the marginal sections of the society. The stories refocus the anatomy of home from the shoulders and eyes of its servants; they open the precincts of home, which is narrowly imagined as a closed space of leisure and desire involving husband/man, wife/woman and child–parent. By way of translating these stories into English, the anthology attempts to bring the subject of domestic servants into the domain of wider public readership beyond academia. It aspires to make readers take a second look at their homes.
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