Notes to go with photos of Kamlahan/Khadarawan school, MSEMVS

1. The sign on the school at Kamlahan describes all of its many purposes.  It says “Center for People’s Rights, Human Rights Defenders Collective, Child Labor School, Youth Information Center, Women’s Income Generation Center, Volunteers Training Center”. When we visited, the children were at school in one part of the building, while the women were making glass beads in the other half.

2. We asked the children to put up their hand if they had been working before starting at the school in 2005.  Nearly all except the youngest children had been working, many in debt bonded labor in loom weaving.  The arrival of the school and the teachers gave courage to the parents to withdraw their children from work and send them to school.  It was the start of a much larger process for bringing the community out of debt bondage.

3. Around the walls of the inside  of the school are banners about different kinds of human rights.  It’s hard to imagine a classroom anywhere else with a banner encouraging children to raise their voices. Another says “together we can open any window”, and “If women are humiliated and exploited just put your hand on your heart and say your nation is free”.

4. Children are active in running the school through their committee system for cleanliness, recreation and education.  They use a social studies curriculum prepared by MSEMVS to understand their role in society and their rights under India’s system of government.  They told us about visiting the Pradhan (village leader) to explain the village’s problems with drinking water, poor drainage and the need to plant trees.

5. Women are now starting to earn a living through production of glass beads and incense sticks.  Their income is the main assurance that children will stay in school and away from the looms.  The community’s passage our of debt bondage can be measured by their collective resolution not to take any further loans from the moneylenders/landlords – debts that the family then has to work against for virtually no pay, for unspecified periods.

6. In the neighboring village of Khadarawan, whose children go to the same school, some of the women selected to produce incense sticks.  It’s quicker to learn but doesn’t pay quite as well as the glass beads.

7. Bhanuja’s staff are locating good markets in Varanasi for the beads, as well as selling them in the U.S. through the Emancipation Network.

8. After the visit to Kamlahan-Khadarawan school we went on to a nearby village.  There the women are at an earlier stage in organization, though they have achieved some real progress:  They made a written complaint to the local Medical Officer because the nurse-midwife was not visiting the village as she should.  Now she regularly comes to the village.   They also have an MSEMVS transitional school and the parents have learned about their rights through the teachers.  The women have started group savings together, but are still trying to figure out which economic activities they want to start, to help them stay out of debt bondage.  In the midst of a loud but amiable meeting where lots of different ideas were being expressed, one of the women, Gita stands up and chastises the others for their disunity.  The MSEMVS organizers watch with barely suppressed delight at her initiative. Gita says she will help them get together to visit the other villages where MSEMVS has already helped women earn their own income.  As she finishes coordinating the next steps, she expresses her exasperation with their bickering, saying “They eat up my mind”.
