Notes from visit to 4 MSEMVS sites, November 2008

The first time I visited Kamlahan-Khadarawan village in 2004, I thought I was getting the whole story about the residents’ condition of slavery. It was a dismal meeting. Around 80 villagers, mostly women, sat around with us, and they had very little idea of how they could improve their lives. Neither the villagers nor we as visitors could see the steps in between their debt bondage slavery and the decent livelihoods that they desperately talked about, but had no belief they would ever attain.  But now, visiting in 2008, we and even they can see their past lives in much sharper focus.  They’re able to talk about the fatalism they felt, that had struck me down harder than the heat at that time, a fatalism that like slavery itself has entirely shifted.  Now they can look across some space, some safe distance at their lives in slavery.   

“We felt trapped.  We used to work day and night and were paid Rs.10 or just in grain, and if the children got sick we would take a loan.  Right now we are not under any kind of debt bondedness.  We have our own income and do what we want. Now nobody forces anyone to work.  The people that used to give a loan in the past don’t do it anymore because we won’t work in debt bondedness.  We recently saved up enough money and were able to get Rs.10,000 as a loan from the bank in case we have an emergency”

At nearby Mai village where MSEMVS has been working for a similar length of time, the group was also able to tell us much more than they had in the past: “We couldn’t move around at our own will or work for ourselves.”  They described how the goondas (the slaveholders’ thugs) would come into the village and pick on someone and tie them to one of the wooden bed frames and beat them. When the thugs came into the village, people would run into their huts and peep out but were afraid to do anything. “Our life was in distress. Everyone was affected by the violence.  There was fear everywhere. We just got a handful of grain.  We never slept with a full stomach.  Either we could eat or we could give food to our children.  Now we are out of slavery, out of bondedness.”
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younger children at Kamlahan, still attending the MSEMVS school

Members of the group explained that when the MSEMVS workers first came to the village, the villagers thought their lives were just normal.  They were skeptical about MSEMVS and it took many meetings to build trust.  But the main thing that built that trust was the setting up of the school.

In Kamlahan, we saw the results of the 3 years of education that the children received: Now the older children have moved on to the 6th grade at the village school 4 kilometres away.  It’s not just the long walk each day that has been a tough adjustment:  They say that sometimes the other students give them a hard time, but they look after each other.  The children from the MSEMVS school were also shocked that the teachers in the village school sometimes beat the students, and when the MSEMVS children objected, their protests were not listened to.  Now they have met with the village head about the issue of violence in the school and they think it will stop.  

The MSEMVS building at Kamlahan is still being used for the younger children because the new village school (which they campaigned for over the past few years) is under construction.  The villagers are storing the building supplies where they can keep an eye on them, and they are monitoring the progress closely.  Once the school is constructed, the present MSEMVS building will still be used for income generating activities and community meetings, as well as care of the pre-school children.

With the success of the women’s income generating activities, especially the bead-making, the women at both sites talked about the reduction in domestic violence.  At Kamlahan, one of them explained “Earlier our personal life was under our men.  They came home drunk and beat us. Now we resist it and we won’t tolerate atrocities from anyone in the village.  We are already as empowered as the men.  Things have changed so much.”  

And in Mai village, one woman said “If we hear that anyone is in trouble, the women go first to rescue them.”  We asked how they got their courage, and they explained “If you get organized, be united, you can get out of slavery.  We needed help from outside because everyone was in the same bondedness, so no-one here could give the idea of coming out.”

Mai village and Kamlahan-Khadarawan, and 9 other villages in the last few years have needed this intensive, long-term process  - to move from the point where freedom is unimaginable to the point where everyone is out of bondedness.  But in dozens of other villages, slavery is not so common.  In those villages, by setting up a Community Vigilance Committee (CVC), MSEMVS can help those individuals, and can tackle many other issues like forced marriage, caste violence, or trafficking of people away from the village and into slavery.

We visited Nawanipi where the CVC told us about taking the lead in carrying out a raid on a restaurant in October.  They got the clue about 6 children held and forced to work at the restaurant through one child who had escaped.  He had tried to ask for wages but was told to wait and he would be paid later. He then saw two other children asking to be paid, who got beaten up.  He was so scared he ran away and tried to get help from people in the area. They told him about the CVC at Nawanipi.  The CVC members took him to the police, but the police did nothing.  The restaurant owner is a powerful businessman – owning several gas stations and buses.  The CVC put in an application to a more senior officer and demanded a raid on the restaurant.  The CVC members joined in the raid and made sure that the 6 children there were safely rounded up – while the police officers sat and were served a meal by the slaveholder.  The process of getting their cases properly filed at the police station took 6 hours.  The CVC then took responsibility for reuniting the children with their parents.  They stay in touch with the ones who live nearby – and the ones from the neighboring state are being assisted by another FTS partner organization.

MSEMVS has tested out its process of launching schools, income generation and CVCs in these villages but now they are moving into a new area where the early efforts will be every bit as risky as in these villages where the process is now complete.

In August 2008, MSEMVS began to take up a few cases of trafficking in Chandaully district.  They found that debt bondage, especially in stone quarrying was prevalent in several areas.  So they have identified several villages where they will begin their full intervention.  In one village, we visited the school that had just started, at the home of a volunteer.  Here, the children have been working in agriculture because of the debt bondedness of their parents. 
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at the new school in Chandaully District where children are having their first experience of school

It’s an extremely tense time.  About 70 children are attending the MSEMVS school, but the slaveholders are exerting pressure, telling the parents they will have no-one to turn to when they need money in an emergency. Then sometimes they make false promises, saying they will pay them fair wages if they put the children back to work.  MSEMVS workers are under threat.

In a walled courtyard, the children’s mothers were waiting to meet us.  We could sense the fear and threats as we were followed to the courtyard door by better-dressed men and several younger men who asked why we couldn’t hold our meeting in the open.  Inside the courtyard, some of the parents talked with us about their children who have been trafficked out of the area.  15-20 children are known to be missing from the surrounding villages.  These fathers were hard to console.  MSEMVS staff explained again what they are doing to try to trace the children.  One of the fathers passed over a phone number that he thinks is for the trafficker.  In another case MSEMVS has got the trafficker arrested, but not yet found the child.
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fathers of trafficked children, new village in Chandaully District
We could not talk long with the mothers because they had walked away from their work to meet us, and risked retribution.  The slaveholders at the courtyard entrance could see us but could not hear what we were saying.  The women seemed desperate, saying they don’t have another way to live: “We are landless and in debt bondage. We don’t have enough food. We are so much in debt.  We are living a very poor life.”  They work for 12 hours and get Rs. 10 – 20 a day. 
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women at new village in Chandaully

But despite feeling their hopelessness, this was not the same experience as that first meeting four years ago in Kamlahan.  Now I knew there is a plan, and we could help to bring the idea that change is possible: When we left one of the earlier villages, the women had handed us some samples of the designer beads they can now make.  So now, in this new village, we talked about the changes we had seen in other places, where people have found unity and come out of slavery.  The beads seem to be the best evidence, an extraordinary color, with gold swirls shining as we held them out and passed them round.  As the women started to pass them back, we realized that the beads are needed right here, especially in the months ahead.
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