Name_____________________________

Strike

Shanta was born just outside the small village of Jammu, India.  The plan of her whole life, for the most part, had already been settled.  She was an untouchable, a member of the lowest caste in Indian life.  As a member of that caste, she would have to obey certain unwritten rules.  And she would have little chance of changing them.  Now, at the age of thirty, Shanta is still forced to live by those rules.  They govern almost every part of her life.


Shanta has three children to feed and clothe.  But she had no choice as to the work she would do to earn her living and theirs.  Untouchables are expected to do certain kinds of work. They are not allowed to do any other kind.  In India, such matters have been settled for hundreds of years.


Jammu is one of more than 500,000 villages in India, all much alike.  In Jammu, the members of five untouchable families are expected to clean all the houses, huts and streets.  Shanta’s job is to care for the homes of thirty village families.  She has to sweep, clean and get rid of the garbage.  For this work, each of the thirty families is supposed to pay her.  Her pay is set at one piece of bread each day.  That means thirty small, thin pieces of bread a day to keep her children alive.  


Like most of India, Jammu gets extremely hot just before the rainy season.  Flies, dust and disease get worse as the heat increases.  At this time of year, before the rains come, water is something to talk about and wait for.  The single village well, always the center of village life, now becomes a place of even greater importance.  People gather near it, talking of the days when the rains will come.


The village food supply is almost always low during the hot season.  That is because the hot season comes between the times when crops are harvested.  This year, there is even less food than usual.  Hunger becomes a part of daily life.  The faces and bodies of the village people clearly show how poorly they are fed.  Very few people can get enough food for more than one meal a day.  Tempers grow short.  There is anger over the heat, the lack of food and the shortage of water for the fields.  Arguments break out, even among friends.


Shanta, as an untouchable, always receives less than others. Now, when food and water are so scarce, she is worse off than ever.  Family after family, whose homes she cleans, fails to pay her the daily piece of bread.  Before long she is receiving only about six pieces of bread a day.  She and her little family are almost starving.


Seeing her children go hungry makes Shanta deeply angry.  She begins to hate the people who have failed to pay her.  One morning she decides not to clean any houses until she is paid.  This is an unheard-of act in Jammu.  Nothing quite like it has ever happened before.  The other Untouchables in Jammu join Shanta.  They refuse to work until they are paid. 


When the men of the village return from the fields, they learn about the strike.  They are shocked!  How can untouchables go on strike?  How can they refuse to do what their Hindu religion demands of them?


Three days go by.  The villagers become more alarmed.  Dirt begins to pile up.  A sacred cow dies and begins to rot in a side street.  No person but an untouchable is ever allowed to remove a dead animal.  And now the untouchables refuse to do it!  


The garbage is not picked up.  The untouchables refuse to touch it.  The village begins to smell bad.  Most of the higher castes are not allowed to clean up garbage from the streets.  The odor increases.


A woman who is expecting a baby is terribly worried.  Only untouchable women can touch the blood involved in the birth of a child.  No one else will help the mother-to-be at the birth.


The village leaders decide to act.  What should be done?  A decision is finally reached.  Water from the village well must not be given to the untouchables until they do their work.


This is a blow to the strikers.  Now they must go thirsty as well as hungry.  Shanta, her children, and the others are faced with thirst, starvation and possibly death.  In desperation, they begin to sell their tools and furniture.  The few things they have to sell bring in a little money.  With it, they can secretly buy a bit of food and water from some villagers.  Within ten days, however, the last of the money is gone.  The untouchables have nothing left to sell.  There is no longer any hope of getting food or water.


The problems multiply.  Shanta’s youngest child begins to suffer from a fever.  Two days go past without food or water.  Shanta and her other children begin to suffer dizzy spells.  Asleep or awake, they have tortured dreams of pools of clear, cool water.


On the third day, Shanta looks long at her suffering children.  Then she makes a decision.  She walks slowly into the village.  Without a word, she goes to one of the village homes and cleans it.  Then she goes to the village well and joins the village women who are gathered there.  Silently, she holds out her clay pot to a higher caste person.  She waits.  In a few moments the pot is filled with water.  
The news spreads through the village.  The strike is over.
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True or False:

1. _____This story definitely happened a long time ago.

2. _____Jammu is a typical village in India.

3. _____Shanta made a good living.

4. _____Shanta’s life was planned for her.

5. _____Shanta had six children.

6. Describe the situation or responsibilities of the untouchables in the village?

7.  What was the reason for Shanta’s strike?

a. Why did she give in?

8. List two problems of an untouchable?

a. 

b. 

9.  What do you think the Untouchables can do to better their situation?  

