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I

walked through the heat of the April afternoon down
the Khirki road, past small tea stalls and betel/cigarette
stalls, half-shuttered for the siesta. I stood in front of one of
these, and the vendor became curious. He gave me a friendly
smile and asked who I was. I explained that I was doing a project
with Khoj that involved interactions with local people. He suddenly
became wary and suggested that I talk to his employer who, it
turned out, had gone to his hometown in Bihar.

I kept walking, and noted that most of the small shops were closed
in the afternoon. A colony of south Delhi, Khirki has been unauthorised for decades. Clusters of small dwellings and stalls cling to the
existing walls of the historical ruins that are a local landmark. I came
to a tiny tailoring shop, no more than 10 x 10 feet. The man there was
operating a sewing machine. He barely raised his head to acknowledge my greeting. Obviously, the practice was to run the machine all
day with rarely a break. All he would say in response to my tentative
questions was that he had to deliver the complete work to his
“madam” within a fixed time.

I then came to two big gates of a wide compound with rented
rooms along the sides. I did not go in, hence cannot identify the kind
of work that is done there.

I next encountered a barber’s shop, 6 feet long and 4 feet wide,
with two attached compartments. One side adhered to the colony’s
old wall; the other side was open to the street, with a temporary
shutter dangling from the roof. The shop had mirrors, two chairs in
use, and a bench for people to sit on while they waited their turns for
haircuts and shaves. Even in the sweltering afternoon the shop was
full of customers. All were absorbed in gazing at the television fixed
to a wooden upper shelf.

The tiny compartments are rented as living space by two individuals. These ‘rooms’ are like bunks in a ship’s cabin. Once inside, it is
literally impossible even to turn around fully.

Shops line both sides of the narrow winding lane passing through congested Khirki Village. They sell groceries, videos, mobile phone cards;
they rent out DVD players and pirated DVDs. A doctor’s small chamber
extends into an STD phone booth.

I was walking to the embroidery workshops at Hauz Rani, a locality
that is an extension of Khirki Village. The lanes through both areas culminate in the large sprawl of the authorised middle-class colony of Malviya
Nagar. The houses of Khirki are three and four storeys high, some old
and dilapidated, others newly constructed. Despite the blazing heat, the
lanes of the concrete slum are clogged with slushy mud and patterned
with countless footprints. The surface seems to be excavated several
times each month, the potholes as well as the piles of sun-baked sludge
left just as they are. Few manholes have covers. The passers-by are indifferent to this now-routine disruption.

The way into Hauz Rani became narrower, the sun increasingly
blocked out by overhangs, the leached sky barely visible in the slits of
glare. Large dhabas lined the road. They seemed to be emptying out, cus-

tomers dispersing after the busy lunch hours. Some dhaba workers
were now eating. The dhaba owner was taking a nap inside. These
dhabas seem to be open round the clock. Clouds of flies buzzed around
the large vessels of cooked food, the carcasses on hooks at meat stalls,
the cut watermelon slices ripening on hawker’s carts.
The oppressive weight of a sweltering summer afternoon pressed
upon me as I approached the hand-embroidery workshop. At the entrance is a huge iron shutter like that of a garage. Inside is a hall with
two cupboards and a stack of utensils on one side, and a loft up at the
back, reached via a bamboo ladder. Here the workers rest after their
shifts.

The workspace is on the ground floor. Each worker sits behind
wooden frames on which fabric is stretched. The embroidery is mainly
zari (gold thread). Work begins at 8 am and carries on till midnight,
with two half-hour breaks. It involves the deft use of needles, beads, silver appliqué and satin threads, along with the zari itself, in the making
of intricate floral patterns. As I stepped,squinting, from harsh sunlight
into sudden shade, the cloth threw out an iridescent flicker.

It was very quiet in the workshop. All that could be heard were the
many unerring needles as they swiftly plucked at and penetrated the
tightly stretched weaves.

The owner greeted me with a pleasant smile and asked me to sit. After
I explained the purpose of my visit, he agreed to talk with me each day
at 1 pm. In our introductory dialogue he said he was from Bengal. He
lived with his family on the first floor of the workshop. The 10 workers
of his unit were all from Bengal, Bihar or UP.
While I was there, not one
worker raised his head to look at
me or stayed his busy hands for
even a second. I was somewhat disturbed by their absolute focus, and
the mechanical aspect of what I intuited were complicated individual
subjectivities.
I did not stay very long, as I had
to also visit a machine-embroidery workshop nearby,
owned by a young man
from Bihar.

I slowly walked towards the machine-embroidery workshop, close to the hand-embroidery unit.
The lane was uneven, the heat seemed more intense. I began to feel disoriented. I called the owner
of the unit on his mobile, thinking I would stay in
the workshop till it became cooler.
I went down some stairs into the basement of a
three-storey building. The workshop is more a cell
than a room, humid and claustrophobic despite
warped exhaust fans whirring at full speed near
street-level vents. Their grimy blades churn the
sweltering air into the ongoing stream of call-in
chatter, chirpy advertisements and blockbuster
Bollywood numbers playing on an FM radio.

But all this is drowned in the incredible
roar of the three converted pump motors
that turn the aged makeshift machines
at which the workers sit hunched,
eyes glued to the designs miraculously forming on the fabric,
hands flying between cloth, thread,
needle, bobbin.

Not one of the three young men looked up for
even a second as I came in. They work here for
12 to 14 hours each day. Juddering and
snarling like a pneumatic drill in the suffocating little room, the brutal reverberation muscles incessantly
through the fragile canals of
their ears.

How long does it take for
such thunder to finally congeal into a deafening void
within the skull?

My nerves seethed as I
shouted my questions to the
young owner of the workshop, standing by an ironing platform in a tiny inner
compartment piled high
with cloth. He said had migrated to Delhi five years
ago from Bihar. The
workers in his
unit are also
from Bihar.

The unit has
survived thus far, but the
production level is actually
going down.

Sometimes he is short
of work, and then short
of workers as his men
leave. But everyone who
trudges with hope, will
and grit through the
labyrinth of
Hauz Rani
needs a job.
The owner of
the unit never
has a problem finding replacements.

I was finally able to take a breath of fresh air after climbing up out of the machine-embroidery unit. It was dusk,
and the atmosphere of Hauz Rani had changed. The lanes
were full of children playing. There is no park or open
ground in the colony, nowhere to play except the narrow
alleys.
The stalls were becoming more animated, people were
emerging from the upper storeys of the houses and
strolling along. Women in burqas as well as Western
clothes were moving from shop to shop. The big dhabas
were starting to prepare dinner. Persistent motorcycle and
autorickshaw horns seemed to be forcing people through
the congested twists and turns.

The dim street lights came on.
Vendors who had napped away
the afternoon were becoming active again. Radios blared from
cigarette and video rental shops.
Small knots of people gathered at
the corners were chatting in
groups; others stood at hawkers’
carts and ate snacks.

The barbershop was full; customers waited in the street,
watching the television in the
shop, while the tenants of the two
adjacent compartments were absorbed in transactions with customers.

The torpor of the afternoon had
vanished entirely. My own fatigue slowly dissipated as I
walked through Khirki’s lanes in
the evening.

My conversations with local shopkeepers, artisans and workers in the
Khirki area enabled me to understand
how the locality was changing. Over the
past one year the rents have escalated,
and the available space – small rooms
shared by tenants – are mostly occupied by
people working at Max Hospital or Select
Citywalk Mall.

The locals accept the change but have dissatisfactions too, though they are profiting
overall. Some people remarked that the area
was becoming cosmopolitan, and consequently people were more open in behaviour and more expansive in outlook.
Women walked around the lanes more
freely, disregarding whistles and catcalls. Earlier, the youth were more repressed.
I went to Max Hospital to meet a
nurse who lives in Hauz Rani and
works in the Emergency Department at Max. I waited till late in
the evening in the hospital
lounge till she ended her shift.
The lounge was almost as
luxurious as a 5-star
hotel, a surreal contrast to the grimy
environs of Hauz
Rani

that tenaciously nudge the manicured
grounds of the huge corporate entity.

The young nurse was quite exhausted
when she finally came to me, having
struggled all evening with a complicated
case. It was late, but she insisted that I
visit her home and meet her three roommates, all nurses at Max. As we walked
through Hauz Rani, she narrated her daily
routine. We reached her place, rented quarters
in a small muddy lane. It would have been very
difficult for me to find it on my own. Each time I
visited the nurses during this project, I invariably
lost my way in the cluttered warren of Khirki.

The day I forced myself to visit the Mall, I didn’t really know where to begin and where to end. I went
through a security check and entered, immediately
seduced by the central air-conditioning that felt
like a celestial breeze after the sultry heat of
Hauz Rani.

Constantly bright lights, escalators
and the sophisticated décor of branded
shops merged into a hallucinatory vista
of unremitting allure as well as perennial satiation. I avoided looking at the
extravagant prices as I persistently
went into store after grandly designed
store to try and find Khirki residents
who worked in the mall.

I did find a few who had successfully modified themselves to their jobs
and were willing to describe this transformation.

esjh dgkuh
esjk uke y{eh gS vkSj eSa fnYyh esa iSnk gqbZA esjs
?kj esa pkj esEcj gSa & eEeh] ikik] esjk HkkbZ vkSj
eSaA esjk HkkbZ ckjgoha esa i<+rk gS vkSj eSa uoha esaA eSa
loksZn; dU;k fo|ky; esa i<+rh gw¡A ekyoh; uxj
dh esu ekdsZV ds ihNs gS esjk LdwyA ;g lqcg lkr
cts ls nksigj lk<+s ckgj cts rd yxrk gSA eSa
viuh lgsfy;ksa ds lkFk Ldwy vkrh&tkrh gw¡A esjh
csLV lgsfy;k¡ gaS & lksuh] yfyrk] xhrk] js'kek vkSj
:fpdkA Ldwy esa yap ds le; ge lc ,d lkFk
[kkuk [kkrs gSa] [ksyrs gSa vkSj tc cksj gksrs gSa rks
xkuk xkdj Vkbe ikl dj ysrs gSaA
eSa T+;knkrj bUgha ik¡p lgsfy;ksa ds lkFk jgrh gw¡A
Ldwy esa NqV~Vh gksrs gh ?kj vkdj Msªl psat djrh gw¡
vkSj [kkuk [kkdj V~;w'ku i<+us pyh tkrh gw¡A V~;w'ku
esa rks xf.kr i<+rh gw¡ ysfdu Ldwy ls tks gkseodZ
feyrk gS mls Hkh ogha dj ysrh gw¡] D;ksafd gekjs
;gk¡ fctyh dh fnDdr jgrh gSA gekjh dkWyksuh esa
fiNys nks eghus ls fctyh ugha gSA bl dkj.k i<+kbZ
Hkh eqf'dy ls gks ikrh gSA dqN i<+kbZ rks eSa lqcg
;k nksigj esa dj ysrh gw¡ vkSj dqN 'kke dks ^[kkst*
esa vkdj djrh gw¡A ^[kkst* esa esjk vkuk&tkuk yxk
jgrk gSA eq>s ogk¡ vPNk yxrk gSA ogk¡ eq>s lHkh
tkurs gSa vkSj eSa Hkh lcdks tkurh gw¡ tSls vkLFkk
nhnh] eukst lj] iwtk ese vkfnA vkSj Hkh cgqr ls
yksxksa dks tkurh gw¡A eSaus dHkh ;g lkspk Hkh ugha Fkk

fd ^[kkst* esa eq>s bruk dqN djus vkSj ns[kus dks feysxkA eSaus
^[kkst* esa irax cukuk vkSj fp=k cukuk lh[kkA dyj Hkjus esa Hkh
yksxksa dh enn dhA eq>s ;g lc djuk cgqr gh vPNk yxkA
ysfdu vc le; ugha feyrk fd dqN dj ldw¡A bPNk;sa rks cgqr
gSa ij le; u gksus dh otg ls dqN dj ugha ikrhA tc dHkh
le; feyrk gS rks ^[kkst* tkdj isafVax djrh gw¡A eq>s isafVax dk
cgqr 'kkSd gSA ukS & lk<+s ukS cts rd ?kj tkrh gw¡A gkFk&eq¡g
/kksdj [kkuk [kkrh gw¡ vkSj FkksM+h nsj b/j&m/j ?kweus ds ckn lks
tkrh gw¡A lqcg N% cts eEeh eq>s txk nsrh gSA og gekjs fy,
uk'krk cukdj] fVfiQu iSd dj nsrh gSA eSa ikSus lkr cts rd ?kj
ls Ldwy dh ;wfui+QkWeZ esa nks pqfV;k¡ cukdj] vkbZ&dkMZ yxkdj
Ldwy pyh tkrh gw¡A Ldwy esa izkFkkZuk ds le; NksVh d{kk ds
cPpksa dks ykbu esa yxkrh gw¡ vkSj fiQj LVst ij tkdj ekbd
fiQV djrh gw¡A Mªe ctkuk eq>s cgqr gh vPNk yxrk gSA lqcg
dh izkFkkZuk djus esa cgqr gh etk vkrk gSA Ldwy ls ?kj vkdj
[kkuk idkrh gw¡ vkSj lki+Q li+QkbZ djrh gw¡A ikSus rhu cts [kkuk
[kkdj lks tkrh gw¡A mlds ckn V~;w'ku i<+us tkrh gw¡A ik¡p cts
rd ?kj ykSVdj jkst 'kke dks pk; ihus ds ckn iwtk djrh gw¡
vkSj lkr cts rd ^[kkst* vk tkrh gw¡A

dqN xk¡o ds] dqN vius
vkt rhl rkjh[k+ gS vkSj vkt esjs Ldwy dh Hkh NqV~Vh gSA fdruk
vPNk yxrk gS NqV~Vh ds fnuA lqcg&lqcg mBdj eafnj tkuk ;k
ikdZ tkdj ;ksx djukA eq>s lqcg N% cts dk le; cgqr vPNk

yxrk gSA ikdZ ls vkus ds ckn izQs'k gksdj pk; ihus ds ckn eq>s
uhan vkus yxrh gS vkSj eSa lks tkrh gw¡A lkr&lk<+s lkr cts rd
lksdj mBrh gw¡A vc rks nks eghus dh xehZ dh NqfV~V;k¡ Hkh gks pqdh
gSA NqfV~V;ksa esa rks dqN vyx gh djus dk eu gksrk gSA ij D;k
d:¡\ oD+r gh ugha feyrkA igys NqfV~V;ksa esas vius vady ;k cqvk
ds ?kj tkrh FkhA gekjs vady chl lky rd gekjs lkFk jgs ysfdu
tc mudh iQSDVjh vk;k uxj f'ki~QV gks xbZ rks gekjk vkuk&tkuk
vkSj cksypky de gks x;kA vady dHkh&dHkh vkrs gSa ;k ge dHkh
R;kSgkjksa esa muds ?kj pys tkrs gSaA i+Qksu ij dHkh&dHkkj ckrphr gks
tkrh gSaA mudk ifjokj cM+k gS & pkj yM+ds gSa vkSj ,d yM+dhA
yM+dh dk uke 'kksHkk gS cgqr gh I;kjh vkSj lqUnj gS mldh vkokt+A
ysfdu nwj gksus dh otg ls ge fey ugha ikrsA
vkt eEeh dh NqV~Vh gSA eEeh vkSj ikik ?kj ij gSaA eEeh us vkt
esjs Ldwy dh Msªl vkSj cSx /ksdj] twrksa ij ikWfy'k djokdj mUgsa
vPNh rjg iSd dj fn;kA eSaus NqfV~V;ksa dk gkseodZ djus ds fy,
fudkyk gqvk gSA ge lHkh ckjg ebZ dks xk¡o pys tk;saxs ysfdu
tYnh vk tk;saxsA gekjk xk¡o osLV caxky] flyhxqM+h ds ut+nhd
t;iqj Vh- xkMZu ds lkbM esa iM+rk gSA
ge N% lky ls xk¡o ugha x, gSaA xk¡o esa gekjs nknk&nknh rks ugha
gSa ij ukuk&ukuh] ekek&ekeh] pkpk vkSj ckdh lHkh fj'rsnkj gSA xk¡o
dh ;kn rks vkrh gS ij nwj gksus dh otg ls gj lky ugha tk ldrs
gSa] eqf'dy ls gh xk¡o tk ikrs gSaA xk¡o esa ufn;ksa esa] rkykcksa esa
eNyh idM+uk vPNk yxrk gSA xk¡o tkrs le; lcds fy, u,&u,
diM+s ys tkrs gSA eSa bl ckj viuh Hkrhth ds fy, thUl dh iSaV

vkSj VkWi ys tk jgh gw¡ ftls ns[kdj oks cgqr [kq'k gksxhA eq>s Hkh
vius NksVs&NksVs cgu&Hkkb;ksa ls] HkkfHk;ksa ls feyus esa vPNk yxrk
gSA gekjh ekSlh usiky esa jgrh gS tgk¡ ,ojsLV dh pksVh gSA ckgj
ds ns'k ls usiky esa cgqr ls VwfjLV vkrs gS D;ksafd usiky esa ns[kus
ds fy, cgqr dqN gSA lcls e'kgwj i'kqifrukFk eafnj ftlesa lHkh
rjg ds Hkxoku gSaA
vc jkr gksus tk jgh gS vkt ds fy, bruk ghA

iMks+l esa jgus dk <ax vkSj dqN eksgYys
gekjs iMks+l esa pkj dejs gSaA lcls ihNs okyk dejk & gekjk ?kj
gSA chp esa egs'k Hkb;k dk ?kj gSA mudk viuk dke gSA xk¡o
cnk;wa esa iM+rk gSA os ?kj esa lcls cMs+ gSaA mudh iRuh dk uke gSa
iwtkA mudk ,d yM+dk gS vkSj I;kjh lh ,d NksVh cPph HkhA eq>s
mldk psgjk uktqd lk ut+j vkrk gSA ,slk yxrk gS tSls dksbZ
dey ds iwQy ls fudy dj ckgj dh nqfu;k ns[k jgk gSA ml
cPph dks rks dqN ugha irkA og rks Hkxoku ds ?kj ls vkbZ gSaA
mlds ckn nks uEcj edku esa tks ifjokj jgrk gS mleas rhu
lnL; gSaA vady] vkUVh vkSj mudk yM+dk gfj vkseA uke rks
vPNk gS ysfdu deh ,d gh gS fd yM+dk <ax dk ugha gSA og
cgqr gh 'kjkjrh gSaA viuh eEeh dks cgqr ijs'kku djrk gSA mldh
eEeh rks mls cgqr ihVrh gS ij og fiQj Hkh ugha lq/jrkA feV~Vh easa
[ksyrk gS rks mls [ksyus nksA eq>s ;g cqjk yxrk gSA cPps fnu Hkj
/wi esa gh [ksyrs gSaA vxj dHkh og chekj iM+ tkrk gS rks eq>s
vPNk ugha yxrkA og fli+QZ pkj lky dk gS ysfdu mls ns[kdj
yxrk ugha gS fd mldh mez dsoy pkj lky gSA

vkt pkj vizSy 2008 vkSj fnu gS laMs+A vkt ?kj esa lHkh
[kkyh cSBs gSa blfy, eq>s Hkh dqN djus dk eu ugha dj jgkA
fy[kuk eq>s vPNk yxrk gS blfy, eaS fy[k jgh gw¡A vkt esjh uhan
lqcg lk<+s N% cts gh [kqy xbZA ikdZ xbZ vkSj FkksM+h nsj ?kwedj
lkr cts rd ?kj vk xbZ A fiQj gkFk eq¡g /ksdj pk; ih vkSj lHkh
crZuksa dks vanj ls fudky dj ckgj j[k fn;kA b/j &m/j ?kwedj
tc eSa ?kj vkbZ rks eEeh ikik us eq>s MakVrs gq, dgk & rq>s dqN
dke ugha fn[kkbZ nsrk gS fd fnu Hkj ?kwerh jgrh gks¸A mudh Mk¡V
lqudj eSa pqi jg xbZA ?kj esa lki+Q&li+QkbZ djus ds ckn FkksM+h nsj
cSB xbZ A
ihl ds /kxs dVokus esa eEeh dh enn dhA dqN nsj ckn eEEkh
us nky&pkoy vkSj vkyw dk pks[kk cuk;kA rc rd eSaus crZu /ks;s
vkSj >kMw&iksNk fd;kA dke djrs&djrs Ms<+ ct x,A eSa Fkddj lks
xbZA dqN nsj ckn eEeh vkbZ vkSj eq>s mBkdj dgk&[kkuk [kk ysuk
vkSj crZu /ksdj lks tkukA [kkuk [kkus ds ckn esjk lksus dk eu
ugha dj jgk Fkk D;ksafd cPps cgqr 'kksj dj jgs FksA eSa Hkh ckgj
pyh xbZA lk<+s pkj cts ds vklikl ekSle FkksM+k&FkksM+k vk¡/h tSlk
gksus yxkA ysfdu jkr esa bruh xehZ Fkh fd lks;k ugha x;kA eSa
mBdj ckgj dqlhZ ij cSB xbZA ckgj vPNh gok py jgh FkhA eSa
ckgj vkdj lksuk pkgrh FkhA ij ckgj lksus esa Mj yxrk gS D;ksafd
gekjs ;gk¡ cM+s&cM+s ?kwl gSaA ik¡p&Ng dk >qaM cukdj fcy ls
fudy tkrs gSaA mudk ?kj t+ehu ds xM~<s esa gh gksrk gSA eq>s rks
ns[kdj ,slk yxrk gS fd vanj tkdj ?kj ls fudyw¡ gh ughaA ij
D;k d:¡\ tc jkr esa isV nnZ gks jgk Fkk rks eSa ckgj fudydj
cSB xbZA bruh nsj esa ns[kk rks esjs iSjksa ds Åij ls ?kwl fudydj
x;kA

eksgYys dh iQSDVªh ds ckjs esa
esjs ?kj ds ikl cgqr lkjh iQSDVfj;k¡ gSa ftuesa
flykbZ&d<+kbZ dk dke gksrk gSA bls djuk gekjs cl dh
ckr ugha ij lh[kus esa rks dksbZ gt+Z ughaA bls lh[kkus esa
ik¡p&N% eghus yx tkrs gSaA bl dke dks djus okys cM+h
eqf'dy ls gh feyrs gSA vxj ,d&,d dkjhxj ,d ihl
dks d<+kbZ djrk rks og N%&lkr gtkj ls de dk ugha
gksrkA ij ,slk gksrk ugha gSA mls N%&N% dkjhxj feydj
cukrs gSaA rHkh og ihl [k+Re gks ikrk gSA ;s ihl lkM+h]
lwV] ygaxksa dk gksrk gSA ;g d<+kbZ ihlksa ij dh tkrh gSA
mUgsa <sj lkjh eksfr;ksa vkSj flrkjksa ls ltk;k vkSj djrwl
ls flydj iDdk fd;k tkrk gS tks ns[kus esa I;kjk vkSj
vPNk yxrk gSA d<+kbZ ds ckn lkM+h] lwV] ygaxs vkfn
brus Hkkjh gks tkrs gSa fd mUgsa mBkus esa ijs'kkuh gksrh gSA
tc ;g dke vkrk gS rks lkS&nks lkS ihlksa dk vkMZj vkrk
gSA lHkh dkjhxj bls cukrs jgrs gSaA dHkh&dHkh rks os ,d
feuV Hkh [kkyh ugha jgrsA ml nkSjku dkjhxj dkiQh O;Lr
jgrs gSaA mUgsa [kkus dk Hkh le; ugha feyrkA T+;knkrj
ihl ckgj lIykbZ fd;s tkrs gSa ftUgsa ekWMfyax o 'kwfVax
ds nkSjku ghjksbusa igurh gSaA
nwljh iQSDVªh esa fli+QZ ckgj ns'k tkus okys lkeku dk
vkWMZj dk dke gksrk gS tSls & jtkbZ] lwV] Vh&'kVZ] LdVZ]
deht+ vkfnA bu ihlksa ij NikbZ dh tkrh gSA ftl
iQSDVªh esa ;g dke gksrk gS mlds cslesaV dk fdjk;k
iUnzg gtkj :Ik, izfr eghuk o fctyh dk fcy Hkh nl
gtkj :Ik, rd vkrk gSA iQSDVªh ds ekfyd dh iRuh Hkh
dHkh&dHkh muds lkFk vkrh gSA vkSj ihlksa dh psfdax

djrh gSA muds ikl iSarkyhl dkjhxj gSaA bu dkjhxjksa ds [kkus
dk bUrt+ke Hkh ogh djrh gSA og bu dkjhxjksa dks gj jfookj
dks <kbZ lkS :Ik;s [k+pkZ nsrh gSA R;kSgkjksa esa <kbZ lkS :Ik;s giQ~rs
ds vykok cksul Hkh feyrk gSA
ihl dh fiQuhf'kax ns[kdj jsV r; gksrk gSA dHkh&dHkh
,d&,d dkjhxj pkyhl ls lkB ihl cuk ysrs gSaA tc ihlksa
dk /kxk dkVus dk dke vkrk gS rks ge cgqr ets ls dkVrs
gSaA blls gekjs Hkh Ldwy dk [kpkZ fudy tkrk gSA cgqr lkjh
efgyk;sa ihl dk /kxk dkVrh gSaA tc ihl ds iSls feyrs gSa
rc FkksM+s vius ikl j[krs gSa vkSj ckdh viuh eEeh dks nsrs
gSaA
iSQDVªh okyh vk¡Vh dh Hkh rhu csfV;k¡ gSaA nks csfV;ksa dh
'kknh gks xbZ gSA vc budh iSQDVªh ;gk¡ ls [kkyh gksdj xqMxk¡o
pyh tk,xh D;ksafd vc dksbZ iSQDVªh ;gk¡ ugha jg ldrhA
e'khuksa ls ;gk¡ iznw'.k iSQyrk gS blfy, mUgsa f'ki~QV djuh
iM+sxhA ;gk¡ ls T+;knk d<+kbZ dh iSQDVªh rks gkStjkuh esa gSA iSQDVfj;ksa dh psfdax py jgh gSA iSQDVªh ekfyd lhfyax ls cpus
ds fy, psfdax ds nkSjku viuh iSQDVªh esa rkyk yxkdj
b/j&m/j Hkkx tkrs gSA dqN le; igys ljdkj dh rjiQ+ ls
lhfyax dk vkMZj vk;k FkkA nks&rhu lkyksa ls lhfyax can gks
x;k Fkk ij vc fiQj 'kq: gks x;k gSA
ge tgk¡ jgrs gS ogk¡ ?kjksa ds uhps tks nqdkusa cukbZ xbZ gaS
mUgsa Hkh rksM+us ds vkWMZj vk x, gSaA gekjh vkUVh dk ?kj Nr
ds Åij FkkA og mlesa rhu&pkj lky ls jg jgh FkhA muds
edku ekfyd us ianzg fnu igys gh dejk [kkyh djus ds

fy, dg fn;kA mls rksM+dj nks eaftyk edku cuk;k
tk;sxkA fdjk;snkjksa ls dejs rks [kkyh djk fy;k ij
edku Hkh ugha cukA dksbZ u dksbZ iqfyl okyk ;g
dgdj euk dj nsrk fd edku xSjdkuwuh rjhds ls
cuk;k tk jgk gSA ;g edku dHkh Hkh rksM+k tk
ldrk gS] bl Mj ls edku ekfyd mls cuk ugha
jgkA
vktdy lhfyax py jgh gSA gekjs vklikl nks
nqdkuksa dks lhy dj fn;k x;kA blfy, yksx vc
Mj dj gh dke djkrs gaS ;k nqdku [kksyrs gSA vxj
blh rjg lhfyax tkjh jgh rks dkedkt BIi gks
tk;sxkA

Wandering

He shares his anguish about how over time he has had to
come to terms with the fact that his struggles to survive
have forced him to crush his aspirations; this seems to be
common to workers’ lives. He realises that the life he is
forced to lead will not give him the chance to follow his
own dreams and passions.

Though quite young, he is aware that as a migrant to
Delhi from the village where he learnt his trade, he has to
focus on earning and saving, and then returning home to
take on family responsibilities. He wants to travel and see
new places and meet new people, but feels this is not
possible now.

He expresses his wish to see the Republic Day Parade in
Delhi. He repeats that he had migrated to Delhi to be able
to work at a job that allowed him to sustain himself as well
as send enough money home, but his earnings were too
small. Consequently, he had to work in other places in
India to be able to support his family. This cycle of
uprooting and re-settling affected everyone in this unit, for
several workers were in the same situation.

He reacts to the word “wandering”; he insists that this
had never been part of his nature, but circumstances have
made him a wanderer. Now he works at one job for as long
as there is a demand for the embroidery; he is always
aware that he will have to move out in due course and pick
up work elsewhere.
He can only work for an extended period in a place
where he felt comfortable with his employer and his
colleagues. In his profession, trust in the employer and

reliance on a word-of-mouth network is very crucial.
His previous employer cheated him by not paying him
the two month’s wages due to him at the time of his
leaving.

He described a period of wandering for two months,
motivated by an interest in seeing new places, and not
in the pursuit of work. He even took a loan from
“madam”, his employer, in order to travel. He enjoyed
the experience immensely, and is now working as hard
as possible in order to repay the loan.

He states that he wants to be remembered as a good
human being and a good tailor-master in the
community. He has developed an identity in this
neighbourhood through his work and his helpful
nature. He has different identities in different localities
– he is an LIC agent in some places; in others he leads a
team of tailors who create machine- as well as handstitched embroidery.

He first went to Mumbai to find work. He supervised
up to 350 workers and also handled customers, but he
had a misunderstanding with his employer, which
turned problematic. Finding himself in too much debt,
he returned to his home town of Bareilly and worked
there for twelve years. He then migrated to Delhi and
now works in a unit, without putting his experience as
a supervisor to use. He has no interest now in handling
customers, nor does he have the time to talk to them.
But when he visits the nearby Citywalk Mall as a
customer himself, he finds the ironies of his context and
his life quite amusing.

Transaction

He asserts that friendship endures for a sustained
period only when there is a dialectic of loan-repayment,
a cycle of mutuality on the pragmatic as well as
personal level, involving exchange.
He thinks friendship develops when he finds work
for somebody or somebody finds work for him, so that
he can earn a little on the side; this support is a gesture
of friendship.

He says friendship is built through direct sharing; he
described how when he first migrated to the region, he
found himself in Gurgaon without any place to stay,
and no money. A local man offered to share his room
with him till the latter found some place for himself or
managed to save enough to rent his own room. He
stayed with that man for two months, and they became
friends.

Due to time constraints, embroidery workers have
limited friends in the locality. Their friends are mostly
from the same line of work, employed in other units but
located at Hauz Rani.
They meet these friends/neighbours generally while
they were go out to buy materials such as beads,
sequins and thread for their work.
(Only Raju has a different social circle – friends in
technical fields such as engineering, software, etc. Raju
has not been home for four years.)

He also says that they primarily earn in order to send
money to their families in their home villages and

towns, mostly in the eastern part of India. They use
Rani Courier Service, which according to them costs
less to use than sending a money order.

Break

Everybody is of the opinion that their lives revolve
entirely around the movement of time.

He says, we have no time to waste; if we don’t
work and achieve the target for the day, we won’t get
the allotted wages for that particular job.

He says, it’s only on Sundays that all the workers
can relax away from their jobs, and spend the day
accordingly.
He says their life here is bound in fixed routines.

They get up between 8 and 8:30 in the morning,
have tea and breakfast which comes from a dhaba
next to their unit, and then sit down to work.

The next break is for lunch at 1 pm. The food
comes from the same dhaba.
After lunch, it’s time for work again.

At 3 pm there is a round of tea from the dhaba, to
keep the workers alert.

They sit again and work till 9:30 or 10 pm.

They eat their dinner, probably at the dhaba.

If there is an important deadline to meet, they might
have to work late, sometimes the whole night.
To break the monotony while embroidering, they
listen to music on the FM radio, or make fun of each
other, or just keep up a conversation.

His chief pleasure is to play cricket on Sundays in the
open space across the road. But he can’t do that any
longer. The ground they played on has been
appropriated by the mammoth Mall.

So he uses his free time on Sunday working as an LIC
agent.

Sounds

In the lanes of Khirki and Hauz Rani, sounds drift in
from different sources, and are a constant in the daily
lives of the embroidery workers. The speed of their
fingers never falters as they listen without attention,
without distraction; without remembering, without
forgetting...

He says the first sound of his day is water dripping
from the bathroom tap, rupturing his exhausted sleep...
All day, the whirr of the electric cutting machine and
drill in the furniture shop next door...
The shouts of different hawkers selling different

wares at different hours...

The call of vegetable vendors in front of the dhaba,
following the afternoon tea break...

As evening approaches, the thickening clusters of
voices in the lanes...
At dusk, the azaan from the mosque...

At night, the bell of the kulfi seller’s cart...

All day and all night, the relentless, impersonal
tick of the clock...

The steady rasp of needles puncturing the fabric
stretched on the frames in the hand-embroidery
unit...

He says that sometimes songs on the radio, or the
sounds of crows and other birds, makes him
nostalgic.

The sound of rain reminds him of the wheat fields
in his village; during the monsoon he would run
through them, getting drenched for no reason at all.

Name: Sameer
Age: 23
Employee, Barista Coffee Company, Select Citywalk
Mall, Saket

I am from Meerut. I moved to Delhi a year ago. I live
in Malviya Nagar, Khirki Extension, close to my workplace. It is about one kilometer from the coffee shop.

I like working at Barista and at this outlet in particular, because it supposedly has the highest sales in India.

Previously I was working with Taj Flight Catering in
Mahipalpur. I enjoyed that job. There was very little
work pressure, and I had no problem handling it. The
longest shift I ever had to work was 8 hours. The company had a pick-up/drop facility for the employees. I
was put through 3 months of training and then given an
18-month contract. It was fixed work – all I had to do
was to set up breakfast and lunch for Executive class.
After a year I quit because I didn’t want to work on a
contract basis. During that year I tried to get a permanent job with the company, but I didn’t succeed.

At Barista we handle lots of customers all day long;
some are easy and some are difficult. The flow is constant.

The work pressure is in general very high. I am assigned kitchen duty, where the pressure is most intense.
For the last three months I have been on the night shift,
11 pm to 8 am. My manager assigned this because I live

near the mall and he assumed that therefore I would
not have a problem getting to work at night.

This shift is most exhausting, but my colleagues are
very sympathetic. When I get too tired, they help me
out.

I am responsible for the entire kitchen – from its
cleaning to the misa – i.e., the preparation for the next
day.

I am comfortable in my job – I don’t mind the pressure and the fatigue. The only objection I have is that
night duties throw my whole schedule off balance.

After my night shift I like to sleep a lot. During my
days off I spend time with my friends and watch
movies at home. This relaxes me.
Name: Gracey
Age: 23
Nurse, Max Hospital, Saket

Though I am from Kerala, I have spent most of my
life in north India, since my father was in the Army
and posted in the north. I completed my 10th Standard
in UP and my 12th Standard in Kerala. For my medical training I came to Delhi, and spent 4 years at
AIIMS. Delhi, the local culture, the Hindi language,
all formed a natural and familiar environment for me.
This period changed my life tremendously. I was in the midst of lot of

sick people night and day, and my duty was to treat
them all alike, with equal commitment to each case. I
have seen people on the verge of death, in extreme
agony, and crowds of the poor in the hospital corridors
giving up hope after endlessly waiting for someone to
attend to them. Witnessing all this daily, I experienced
how compassionate almighty God is, giving me the
chance to help people who are suffering.

After my graduation I joined Max, a private medical
institution at Saket. I lived with three roommates in a
nearby colony called Sheikh Sarai. Commuting to work
by bus, we observed huge malls being constructed,
month after month. At that time this area was not very
developed. But to my surprise, within two months of
the malls coming up, the face of the area changed completely.

To shorten the commute, we shifted to a locality
called Hauz Rani near Khirkee Extension. All four of us
felt a bit intimidated in the new place, from the point of
view of security as well as lifestyle. Locals stared at us
when we went out wearing jeans or skirts. Hauz Rani
has dark and narrow lanes, and seemed a threatening
place. But this tension eased after we explored the area
for a week, discovering the shops, beauty parlours, etc.
Life became easier for the four of us when we found
two shops nearby that stocked goods from Kerala. We
got all the items we needed. Nor did we ever have a
problem recharging our mobile phones or making STD
calls from phone booths.
Slowly we adjusted to the area and became a part of
it. I realized that though the locals seem to be orthodox
in certain ways, I enjoyed interacting with them. Moreover, a lot of local people were quite rich. They extended the living space of their houses as much as
possible, and rented out those portions. Many tenants
were nurses working in Max. Artisans and people em-

ployed in mall construction also rented these add-on
rooms.

The experience of living and renting in Delhi has
had a deep impact on me. Surviving this tough city
and claiming a place in it has given me confidence
and the strength to continue the daily struggle that
gets more and more difficult. I know that Delhi was
not always like this – my mother says that when she
lived here in the 1970s, you could buy a bus ticket for
one or two rupees and have a nice tour of the city for
the whole day. But now it is so congested and aggressive that traveling from one part of the city to another
is a real ordeal.
Shifting to Hauz Rani initiated a phase in my life
that was a turning point for me, as I observed that I
was becoming more responsible. For the first time I
was supporting myself, and had to save as well as
learn to spend my money wisely.

Life in Max is quite hectic. As it is a private hospital, the physical and mental demands made on the
staff are quite intense. I learnt a new name for patients: they have to be referred to as “clients”. The
hospital motto is that the staff has to please the
“clients” in all circumstances. I have to really stay focused while on duty, and concentrate on each task.
The hospital policy is that any fault or negligence by
nurses has to be rectified and compensated for by the
offender. Each item is rigidly tracked and
accounted for. Any loss or misplacement
has to be made up for by the one at fault.
These standards and protocols put a lot of pressure
on the staff.

However, working in Max is also a very positive experience because it is a state-of-the-art hospital. We are
exposed to the latest technologies and scientific procedures on a daily basis. The staff becomes competent
enough to work in any hospital anywhere in the world.

All these changes in my life have influenced my
spiritual life. I feel that I am closer to God. I always
pray before beginning my shift, so that I can stay focused and thereby avoid mistakes and accidents.
Name: Miriam
Age: 22
Nurse, Max Hospital, Saket

I was born in a small village in Kerala. My family
migrated to Delhi when I was 4 years old. I was nurtured and pampered in a loving home environment
while growing up. My independence has increased
year by year, in this metropolitan environment. I have
lived in a hostel while training to be a nurse, and now I
live as a tenant, with my roommates. My education
was in a government set-up, and now I am working in
a huge corporate-run hospital. Life has shown me the
extremes of everything.

Delhi was always metropolitan, but over the last few
years it has changed incredibly, due to increased economic growth, increased migration, increased industrialization and the increased presence of the corporate
sector. The city is the centre of globalization in India.
Earlier I lived in Pushp Vihar, a government colony.
It was lovely – quiet and secure, lots of parks and open
spaces, no commercial establishments. But today, all
one sees there are shopping complexes, private

schools, district courts, malls, crowds, bustle and hassle. I miss that earlier peace and quiet.

Today I live with my roommates in Hauz Rani,
near our workplace. This locality is completely different. It is congested, disorganized…

Hauz Rani used to be an underdeveloped and
unauthorized colony of lower-middle-class and working-class families who undertook some form of selfemployment to make ends meet. The colony had a
Muslim majority population, close-knit, not very open
to other communities. One saw small houses, dingy
lanes, lots of handicrafts, all kinds of machinery.
Now, on the contrary, one sees big elaborate
houses, a very mixed population, and shops that can
supply everything from a safety pin to a car. Upperclass families have moved in because the land prices
have gone up due to the presence of an elite corporate-run hospital, multiplexes, malls, etc. in the neighbourhood. The area is very crowded as people
working in these establishments prefer to live close to
their workplaces.

So the area is inhabited by people from different
classes, religions, castes, and this mixing up has given
the place a sort of integrated character. It is no longer
a closed and isolated community. The colony provides all the facilities the population needs – water,
electricity, garbage disposal, sewage are not issues to
worry about. But the congestion, the noise, the pressure of the crowded environment makes one dream of
a quieter place where it is possible to relax.
Working in a corporate hospital is both uplifting
and depressing. All the staff know that theirs is a

prestigious job, in a grand and stylish ambience.
Air conditioning, bright lights, soothing and elegant interiors, the latest sophisticated technology,
brilliant doctors and specialists – all this is very
attractive. But it is a challenge to successfully negotiate the responsibility, the high standards of
efficiency, the demanding patients, the strict supervisors, the regular auditing and assessment.
No one dare talk rudely, because he/she is held
accountable. Everyone’s work is carefully monitored. All this is possible only because of the very
high fees charged from the patients. Reflecting on
this, one feels less proud of the structure one is a
part of…

In a government set-up, the processes are long,
inaccurate, below standard, and the fees are low,
treatments subsidized. The patient load is huge,
and the hospitals do not have the funds that corporate-run institutions are able to generate. You
can’t expect the same care that you would get in a
corporate-run hospital.

If AIIMS had the number of staff per patient as
Max has, the care provided at AIIMS would improve dramatically. Here the ratio is 1 staff member per three or four patients; in AIIMS it is
sometimes 1: 40. Quality care is not possible for
such a quantity.
Name: Rosie
Age: 22
Nurse, Max Hospital, Saket

I received my medical training at AIIMS in
Delhi. I stayed in the hostel for those four years. I
then got a job at the corporate-run Max Hospital.

My first day working at Max was very interesting. None of the nurses knew what department
they had been assigned to. Our supervisor read out
the final list. It turned out that I was in the same
department as Ruth, my colleague, former hostel
mate and now my roommate. This made both of us
really happy.

For one week we attended classes orienting us to
Max Hospital and its policies.

Regarding these policies, I was in a state of confusion for a while. Since Max is a corporate hospital, the staff is held accountable for all items in use,
and has to pay for anything lost or damaged.

The other big issue was about our living situation. Our group of 4 friends did not want to
live in a hostel, preferring the idea of taking a
place on rent. Initially we took a small room
in Sheikh Sarai, wanting to stay near the hospital, but the space was insufficient. So we
came to Hauz Rani.

At first it was really difficult to adjust to
the colony. The environment was very polluted, and there were problems regarding
water, electricity, basic amenities. All of us were a
bit frustrated.

Gradually we learnt to negotiate the problems.
The fact is, we have no option – at least for now we
have to stay here since it is close to our workplace.
It is the only solution. We are getting used to Hauz
Rani. It is not easy, but we have not lost our sense
of fun.

Name: Ruth
Age: 23
Nurse, Max Hospital, Saket

When I started work at Max, I was assigned to
the Emergency department. I was happy because I
like trauma work, and also because a friend who
had been with me in hostel while I was undergoing
my medical training was also assigned to that department. We were taken around the department
and introduced to other colleagues.

For the first month our routine was just as it was
during our training as nursing students – we stood
to the side and observed the doctors and senior
staff attending to patients. We were on general shift
for that month – 8 am to 4.30 pm.

Working in Max was a different experience for
all of us, since we were accustomed to the government set-up where we had received our training.
At Max, everything is unique in that it is designed
in a particular way. The Max way of doing things is
that order and discipline prevail all the time. The
staff is continually observed and assessed. We have
to follow procedures not as we wish to, but the way
the “client” – the name by which we had to refer to
patients – wish us to. It is a state-of-the-art hospital,
so we experience the satisfaction that comes from
using the best equipment and meeting high professional standards, but it is frustrating to be monitored and kept under surveillance.
But I enjoy my work because I love it. The nature
of my work, the professional environment and the
good relationship with colleagues adds to my
pleasure. There are problems at work too, but they
are manageable.

The only really serious problem was accommodation. We took a house on rent in Sheikh Sarai.

But the landlord kept hassling us, so we shifted to Hauz Rani
since we wanted to be near the hospital. At first, it was difficult to
adjust to the locality, because we were used to a calm and quiet
atmosphere; the congestion and noise of Hauz Rani disturbed us a
lot. But we adjusted, slowly. Then we had to shift to another
house, again because of a hostile landlord.
We have become almost expert in packing up and re-settling
our home within a few hours.

This independent and flexible style of living away from home,
with reliable friends, enables us to become more responsible and
develop a mature outlook, as well as practical wisdom drawn
from negotiating our daily struggle in this environment.

Reaching home after our shifts, we sit together and narrate our
experiences of the long day at Max. To share life in this way, to
laugh with each other and help with one another’s problems,
strengthens our bonds as friends and colleagues.

Name: Neelam
Age: 40
Salesperson at a designer sari shop, Select Citywalk
Mall, Saket

I have been living in Khirki Extension for the past
13 years.

My work follows a regular routine. I have to
check the stocks daily, discard old stock, arrange
new acquisitions, initiate the sales. During weekdays I work from 11.30 to 8.30 pm with 30 minutes
for lunch. Weekends are the busiest time of the
week, and on those days I work from 12 noon to 9
pm.

Before taking up sales work I ran my own manufacturing unit at my house. My clients were cloth
dealers and shop owners involved in design aspects
of sari production. When the big showrooms were
sealed by the Municipal Corporation of Delhi, my
unit became sick and I had to shut it down.

At the same time I was undergoing a personal
crisis — my marriage broke up, and that trauma induced a miscarriage in the seventh month of my
pregnancy. The stress was too much to handle, so I
gave up my work and closed down the unit.
I tried to make positive changes in my life, and
also attempted what I thought might be a more settled career: acting in television soaps. But that
failed.

I think it’s good that the mall has come up in this
area. Not only does it give work opportunities to in-

dependent women like me; it also is a link to
the outer world for the traditional middleclass housewives who live in Khirki Extension.

Earlier, I was always my own boss, or supervising other people. In my sales job here, I
am an employee – for the first time. Earlier I
interacted with producers and dealers, now I
interact directly with customers.

This is not the only reason that I struggle to
adjust. Working in a shop of designer saris is
not too pleasant for me. My colleagues are not
too educated and they have a very narrow
and unhealthy mindset. If I was working in a
big showroom with more educated colleagues, the adjustment would be much easier.
In the long run I want to be a manager.
Working as an employee now is giving me
good exposure, so if and when I get a managerial post, I’ll be able to handle it well.

I’ve been in this sales job for four months. I
don’t want to stay here beyond six months. I
want to change my job as soon as possible.

Earlier I was living alone. Now I have
adopted a little girl, two-and-a-half years old.
My time simply flies now, when I am at work.
I am so relieved when I meet my daughter
after the long hours in the shop.

