
Working in the university, like working anywhere 
else, is not limited to what we do as teachers, students, 
cleaners, clerks. We go back home - a hostel room, 
a PG, a rented flat, our parents’ house, staff housing 
quarters. A look at the housing conditions of workers 
will tell you that work is not about getting a good life – 
rather we are allowed to live so we can work. Housing is 
a good indication of (poor) quality of life. Teachers, the 
highest paid workers here, struggle in long waiting lists 
before they get what is often a dilapidated old house 
that only eats their income. Non-teaching employs, 
lower paid, get housing that is that much worse. For 
the largest section of university workers – students 
– the problem seems even worse. The fee is a tiny 

portion of the overall expenditure on education, rent 
and other living costs incomparably the larger portion 
(at least for subsidised government institutions). With 
a huge shortage of subsidized hostels, Delhi University 
is a good example.  With subsidized and decent hostels 
becoming scarce. Flocking 
from various parts of 
the country to gain a 
university degree and 
co-produce workers and 
knowledge, students shell out large sums of money in 
order to live close to their workplace. Others pay for 
long commutes, in rupees and in hours. Other kinds of 
university workers get a meager house rent allowance, 

because they are recognized as workers. Student’s 
struggles around housing have been part of the 
modern university for some time now – from cost and 
hygiene to sex segregation and harassment. Recently 
some students have turned to rent strikes to get their 

demands met. In Italy, UK as 
well as in India students have 
attacked the costs and condition 
of housing. In these struggles, 
across the world, housing 

related students’ struggles converged with struggles 
of non-university workers living around universities. 
Below you will find reports on housing conditions and 
on struggles related to housing. 

Miranda House Hostel
Two first year students found their hostel to be generally clean except that 
for the past few days their drinking water was blue in colour. They don’t pay 
little: Rs. 40,000 annually for a shared room. They are not allowed to put 
coolers in their rooms even during peak summer months. They have the 
choice of cleaning their own room or paying the cleaners Rs.10-20 a day. A 
third year student had more to complain about. She witnessed many cases 
in which juniors were pressured by seniors to not complain about the hostel 
and appreciate what they had. She mentions also how some students tell on 
other students if they are found in breach of the curfew. Many students feel 
that the curfew is too early, 7:30 pm. Some choose to escape it by climbing 
over the college walls. But moral policing by wardens and students is very 
common, like in any other women’s hostel. This is an issue that surfaces 
repeatedly in hostel students’ protests. A student 
from another college had pointed out that without 
strict control, many parents would not send their 
daughters to college. Anti-curfew struggles that do 
not take account of this reality fail to undertand why 
certain students do not join in. Simply labeling them 
conservatives only makes the movement elitist, and 
inhibits dialogue.
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JNU Hostel
From bed bugs to rats, hostels, especially older ones, are home to more than 
just students. Of course, JNU is lucky to be one of the most heavily subsidized 
universities with very low living cost, where a majority of the students get rooms 
(although it might take a semester and one might have to pay high rents in 
neighboring areas waiting for the hostel). But this low cost loses some charm when 
you hear of a pregnant PhD student narrowly escaping a collapsing roof. Students 
report that hostel unions 
have a new tactic: to cover 
up for the funds they 
misappropriate they do 
surprise checks and collect 
exorbitant fines. 

STUDENTS GO ON RENT STRIKE 
In October 2014, tenants in Christian Colony in DU’s North Campus 

refused to pay rent until landlords agree to give rent receipts. They said that 
this would prove how rents varied in the same are. But when it was underway 
it was clear the strike wasn’t just about costs. 

The colony has around 150 buildings controlled/owned 
by a handful of builders. Rooms are 6x6 feet to 6x8 feet. 
No light. Little air. Very few have attached bathrooms; 
usually 10 rooms share one bathroom. The water is ‘toxic’. 
Electricity bills are always much higher than they should be 
because of faulty meters.  The rent: Rs. 2000-4500.  There 
aren’t any rent agreements and older tenants generally pay 
less.

Most of the tenants are students of DU while others are 
civil service aspirants studying at coaching institutes. Many 
are from the Northeast and from Bihar – the landlords 
often refer to them as ‘Chinki’ and ‘Bihari’. Sachit, Christian 
and an ST, worked for a year in Idea cellular before he came here to prepare 
for competitive exams. He though he would manage from his savings. But he 
is completely dependent on his parents now. He shares a Rs. 6000 room and 
spends Rs 2500 on food. Coaching eats up most of his money. Naresh (M.Phil, 
Hindi) is from a BPL family. He pays Rs. 2000 as rent (roommate pays the 
same) and Rs.3000 for food.  He affords all this because of a fellowship. He 
hopes to save money to help his family. He manages, but many others, he says, 
have to choose between rent and food. 

Having to pay rent on top of tuition makes attending university difficult for 
many, even if one is willing to live in such conditions. Quite a joke: You have 
to get a degree, spending years doing something you usually don’t like to do, so 
as to work more. You work so that the university can produce knowledge and 
disciplined workers, claim its profits, and in the meanwhile pay the landlord 

too! Why must we pay in order to work for someone else, and in order to learn 
to work for someone else? Sometimes this question did arise during the strike. 
Their immediate demand was for rent receipts and for standardization of rent, 
but the protesters were also asserting their Right to Accommodation. It is 
important to see what this demand means, even if it wasn’t pursued eventually. 

These students were asserting that by virtue of being in 
the university, they deserve full and free housing. Why 
should we pay or deal with landlords, or put up with 
poor living conditions?

We are fulfilling a social need – we are producing 
knowledge and learning to be workers. Of course, as 
with other workers, no point asking for rights! They have 
to be taken!

Slowly more and more started to discuss the problems 
with high and varying rents, discrepancies in electricity 
bills, unclean surroundings. They organized an informal 
meeting, “Chai pe Charcha” near JNU to assess the 
breadth of the issue. They did their research. They learnt 
that the area is an Archeological Survey of India site, and 

so much construction is banned here. They found out which buildings were 
under which broker/builder and did calculations about their incomes – 19 lakh 
to 20 crore annually was there estimate. They knew that resistance to giving 
rent receipts comes from landlords wanting to hide taxable income.  They 
discovered that Delhi has a (defunct) Rent Control Act, which if implemented 
would lower the rents of their shabby rooms to Rs. 500. They organized and 
spoke to all students in the colony about the rent strike, which eventually 
started with a 7-day hungerstrike in front of the colony. 

The demands: (1) Implement the Rent Control Act and regularize the 
colony; (2) Mandatory issuing of rent receipts; (3) Better electricity, water 
and sanitation facilities; and (4) the rent was to be fixed after assessment by 
a Tribunal under the rent control act. 

(~Contd. on pg.2)

A look at the housing conditions of workers will 
tell you that work is not about getting a good life 
– rather we are allowed to live so we can work.

 students are workers! 
You have to get a degree, spending 
years doing something you usually 
don’t like to do, so as to get a job. 
You work so that the university can 
produce knowledge and disciplined 
workers, claim its profits. And then 
you have to pay the landlord too! 
Why must we pay in order to work for 
someone else, and in order to learn to 
work for someone else?

FULL AND FREE HOUSING!!



In July, anganwadi workers from several parts of Delhi organized 
themselves, went on strike for 23 days and even got their demands met by 
the Delhi state. They were to be recognized as ‘workers’ not ‘volunteers’ 
and earn the minimum wage for skilled workers instead of Rs. 5000 
honorarium that is given to volunteers (helpers got Rs. 2500 a month). 
At least that is what was promised. However, in September the anganwadi 
workers again came out in protest due to lack of action on the promises 
that the state had made. Under the banner of Delhi State Anganwadi 
Workers’ and Helpers’ Union they protested outside the Chief Minister’s 
residence asking for the backlog of wages to be immediately released, 
ensuring minimum wages, permanent work and a pension scheme for the 
workers. So far, the state has refused to answer these protesting workers.  

Anganwadi workers have no fixed job description, 
which means they can be called upon to do anything. They 
maintain 18 registers which comprise  their various tasks: 
‘informal’ schooling for 3-6 year olds who do not go to 
school, administering nutrient supplements to children and 
pregnant women (remembering who needs what), ensuring 
vaccinations, escorting people to the dispensary for vaccines, 
helping children secure school admission, mid-day meals 
for non-school going children, organizing and conducting 
information camps for pregnant women, making visual aids, 
and then writing reports for the supervisors, and conducting 
random surveys in the area. One worker-helper team looks 
after such needs of around a thousand people. While their 
struggle was doubtlessly well fought, and important to get 
recognition as workers (not volunteers), is minimum wage 
adequate compensation for a job that asks for so much? The 

fact that they are all women, 
and do what is believed to be 
a ‘women’s job’ or believed to 
come ‘naturally’ to women, 
makes it easy for the system 
to think that it is okay to pay 
them less – “After all, it is 
not hard work, and not very 
difficult for them anyway! And 
it is not important work at all!” 
Indeed, looking after children’s 
and mothers’ health is not 
important at all! As some of 
the anganwadi workers told us: 
“Aamir Khan tells everyone to 
go to their nearest anganwadi to 
get the vaccine, to know about 
pregnancy care. Why do they 
never mention the conditions in which the anganwadi workers work??” 
These workers play an important role in the lives of the people who make 
use of their services, sometimes spending money out of their own pockets 
to ensure that children get treated or women get their vitamins. In many 
areas where the services of the anganwadi workers are most needed, 
the families earn meager amounts working for long hours; for many 
children they are the only source of food and education. Without the 
anganwadi workers, the lives of these people would become not only more 
expensive but also more precarious. Capital (via the state) is subsidizing 
its reproduction by paying a very low wage to anganwadi women. The 
anganwadi strike is an attack on capital!

(For a detailed report, see our blog.)
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Living on Rent (near DU)
In my first year of BA I got tired of commuting to DU’s North campus from Ghaziabad and decided to 
take a room with three classmates. Being from places not very far from Delhi, a hostel was difficult to 
get. And we preferred the PG because it offered more freedom, and cleaner rooms. We were lucky in the 
first flat we rented. Clean and well lit, and affordable because it was near a big naala. Landlords increase 
rent by 10% every year, and by one point it was getting too much. Once the flatmates moved out, I had 
to leave the place too. I wasn’t so fortunate in subsequent flats. No windows, no light, no privacy. Tiny 
rooms arranged in a way such that one has to walk through all the rooms to get to the last one. The 

aim is to stuff as many bodies in without much thought of 
comfort or hygiene. You agree to a higher rent, because they 
are giving you one bloody cupboard, and  the day you move 
in – TERMITES! The worst came when Delhi hosted the 
Commonwealth Games in 2010. The hostels were emptied 
for the games, so the hostellers were screwed. The landlords 
made use of this to double the rents, which then never went 
down again. 

Living on Rent (near JNU)
(~Contd. from pg.1) I teach in a DU college and my 
partner is a PhD candidate at JNU. We stay in Munirka 
near JNU in a servants’ quarter that residents of the 
apartment complex have (illegally) rented out. It is a 
single room with an attached bathroom. We pay Rs. 
5000 plus utilities. No rent agreement or rent receipt. 
We also bear the cost of repairs. Most such places have 
no storage space but my place has some shelves. The 
room is small but it is a clean locality. The biggest issue 
is the surveillance of the bigoted landlord. A friend 
decided to shave her head after she lost hair because 
of a medical condition. The landlady, who spies on all 
visitors, thought it inauspicious to have a bald woman 
on her property. So now my friend comes to the colony 
gate and gives me a call to come out. Once my landlord 
had almost rented a flat to someone but cancelled deal 
on realizing the person was Muslim.

(~Contd. from pg.1) After a lot of stalling the landlords conceded to some demands. 
They reduced and fixed the rents of rooms, and agreed to give rent receipts. This was 
indeed a victory for the tenants. The inclusion of the rent control in the list of demands 
had an interesting consequence. The students received support from street vendors of 
Patel Chest, who shared with the tenants the problem of regularization of shops. Clearly, 
pitching the struggle (possibly inadvertently) in a way that aligned it with that of the 
wider population increases pressure on the powers that be. What is more, it creates the 
potential for widening the scope of both struggles.

But this struggle seems to be at an end. The rent reduction put an end to the demand 
for rent control and right to accommodation. Later, some students reported not getting 
a rent receipt. What could have been done to push the struggle beyond the colony or beyond 
the limits of rent reduction? Where did the broader demands of rent control and right to 
accommodation go? What about the network formed with 
the street vendors and non-student residents? We also need 
to ask how such struggles can be organized in other areas.

STUDENTS GO ON RENT STRIKE

Anganwadi  Women: 
“We are  workers !”

Women C leaners  at  JNU
These women cleaners have been working in the hostel for 

over ten years (a few have been around since JNU began). 
They point out that with the coming of contractualization, 
periodic permanent employment has stopped for all 
sections: cleaners, mess workers, or those “working on a 
computer”. The JNU Karamchari Union used to be active 
and effective but now the union members act like “netas”. 

There are four cleaners 
per hostel. Tasks include 
emptying the garbage 
bins, cleaning the hostel’s 
galleries, scrubbing the 
bathrooms and cleaning 
toilets repeatedly; 
sometimes, women living in the hostel get their rooms 
cleaned as well – no separate money is paid for this. They 
are sometimes transferred from one location to another – 
they don’t like this because it’s a break in habit/relations with 
people and their own comfort with the workspace. Unlike 
the male workers (worked/working in JNU) who often roam 
around, or meet and drink after work, the women workers 
go back home immediately to work after finishing their 
sweeping work. 

They told a researcher friend that in places like the library 
and co-ed hostels they have to clean men’s loos as well. They 
hate that men unzip and start peeing in front of the women 
who are cleaning. They asked the men whether they would do this in front of their friends 
and relative; the men said “but you are just cleaners” (an attitude that also seems to have a 
caste bias as all these cleaners are lower caste). Once a cleaner got so upset that she sloshed 
a bucket of dirty water on a male student peeing in front of her. 

Their children are grown up now, but before, looking after the kids was difficult with their 
jobs. They had to wake up very early to get the kids ready and had to leave them alone at 
home, or with the neighbors. The JNU atmosphere is nice; no fights inside JNU –a woman 
who lives in the JNU staff quarters says she has always felt safe leaving her children at home. 

They have to get up at five and perform household chores before leaving. Travelling takes 
a long time for some. They rush back home after work to cook, sweep, wash dishes, do 
the laundry, put children to sleep, etc. One describes how she would be washing clothes 
till midnight when her son was in school. Another describes going to work with atta still 
on her hands because of the rush in the morning to finish cooking and still get to work on 
time. Their husbands are “useless” as they don’t do any housework at all. 

Anganwadi workers perform 
labour most necessary for that 
segment of the population that is 
most overworked, most underpaid, 
and cannot afford other means of 

healtcare and education.
Without anganwadis the cost of 
survival and reproduction of this 
segment would be much more 

expensive.
Because this labour is regarded 
as women’s work, the anaganwadi 
workers themselves are badly paid. 
The service is seen as a favour by the 
government although it is actually 

the hard labour of these women.

students in Christian colony 
collectively managed to wage 
a prolonged struggle against 
their landlords and contractors. 
Meanwhile in more fragmented 
housing markets we see only isolated 
resistance – late payments, doubling 
up of roommates etc... What would 
it take for these tenants to be able to 
take collective action?

The work of academic workers in the 
university is made possible by the 
labours of a great many other kinds 
of workers. University production 
is not possible without cleaners, 
mess workers, electricians. But the 
university imposes segmentations 
between these and academic workers 
by contracting out. By hiring them 
indirectly throught contractors, the 
university hides their contribution 
to its production, and justifies their 

low wages.

in a recent struggle 
in JnU, these workers 
demanded that they 
should be directly 
employed by the 
university. This 
demand ought to be 
supported, and pushed 
further to end workers’ 
segmentation. 

if all labours are 
essential, why should 

there be differences in 
wages?

When asking for better 
food, cleaner hostels, the 
conditions under which 
these works are being 
performed also need to be 
questioned.
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Man at  (House)work
After MPhil, I commenced my own 21st century 

version of grihastha, living in a flat with a friend. It 
was the first time I became conscious of housework 
as something that must be done (rather than, say, 
a small favour 
for my mother). 
My friend and 
I both valued 
basic cleanliness 
and intended to eat well; we also decided to do all 
the housework ourselves. My first encounter with 
housework in its varied guises - washing dishes, 
cooking meals, preparing snacks, cleaning one’s room 
and the shared drawing room, periodically cleaning 
the fan and the toilet, the kitchen and the dustbin, 
buying all the groceries, getting the light, tap, or 
drain repaired (we lived in a rather badly maintained 
apartment), refilling the cooking gas - alongside 
teaching in a college, was so disabling that for that 
entire semester, I did very little apart from what had 
to be done; even in the rare instance that I was reading 
something unrelated to work, I was simultaneously 
thinking about the chores that remained to be done 
and when and how I’d do them. It was no different 
for my friend, who eventually left his relatively well-
paying teaching job to complete a translation that 
he was unable to do any concentrated work on. 
Neither of us could do any concentrated work since/
heck! we could barely concentrate. Unlike some 
male friends of mine, who frequently reported their 
acrimonious relations with their male cohabitants 
(always because of housework), my friend and I did 
our best to cooperate. My appellation of him as ‘chief 
cook’ and my own humbler appellation by him as 
‘chief dishwasher’ weren’t merely sweet/encouraging 
but accurate for these were indeed our chief (pre)
occupations. Throughout that semester, I kept trying 
to come up with plans which would somehow 
simplify how I did my chores. Should I wash the 
dishes immediately after coming back from college 
(seeing as I’d be too tired to read or write), I thought, 
or should I wash the dishes as he cooked so the both 
of us could chat while working and not waste time 
chatting at other times? Or should I wash them after 
dinner so we’d have a clean kitchen in the morning 
(but then wouldn’t that ruin the pleasure of the meal 
I’d just eaten)? 

As anybody who has tried to tweak the 
superstructure of an existence which stands on the 
indurate base of a gruelling work-house-daily dilli 
travel cycle knows, it leads to a constrictive obsession 
with tweaking that superstructure. The physical 
aspect of housework was tiring, but I could at least 
take in it the (naive-cum-sentimental) pride of one 
who’d done no real domestic work prior to that; it was 
the unremitting mental aspect of housework which 
surprised me. 

When I visited home this summer I realized for 
the first time that my mother acted as the ‘last port 
of call’ for almost everything. So even though the rest 
of us did a few household chores to help her out, the 
unremitting mental aspect of housework was single-
handedly managed by my mother.

House/Care Work
I have lived with friends (both female and male) 

for most of the past 9 years. At times I have worked 
outside home; at other times I have had student-

work, or done paid work from home. In any case, 
my psychological state is affected a lot by the house’s 
cleanliness. When the rooms get dirty and untidy, 
this either spoils my ‘leisure’ time or if I’m working at 
home, it puts pressure directly on my working hours.

I have never encountered a ‘fair’ way of sharing 
housework with housemates. It can be 
equally divided in a rota system, which 
places equal responsibility on everyone 
but conceals the inequality of needs and 
activities of different housemates (i.e. 

different workers who need and use the house in 
different ways). Or it can be without a formal system 
and without 
the pressure of 
responsibility 
— each 
i n d i v i d u a l 
cleans when 
they feel the 
need or desire 
to. But that 
way, the work 
simply falls on 
those whose 
physical health is more affected by 
it (see ‘Living With Men’), or on 
those whose psychological state is 
more affected.

If the idea of ‘fairly’ or ‘equally’ 
shared housework is a myth, 
then it can only be a site of struggle. I once spoke 
to a friend who said she considers it a pretty simple 
task to maintain a basic level of housework, but 
even she admitted she had ended up in aggravated 
confrontations with housemates over the issue of 
housework. Clearly, there is nothing individual 
about housework — rather, the conflicts arise from 
inequalities that segment us socially. This is one of the 
many ways capital is able to coordinate us precisely by 
turning our immediate interests against each other.

At times I have allowed housemates to know that I 
occasionally even enjoy housework, that I afterwards 
take pleasure in seeing a shining bathroom sink or a 
tidy living space. Of course, this is still taking place in 
the compromised context I described above. But still, 
in pointless student-work or in mind-numbing waged 
work, when do you ever 
get to enjoy the fruits of 
your labour? At least with 
housework sometimes I 
get a sense of that… But, 
I only recently discovered 
that this experience 
comes from a position of 
relative privilege. When 
I had to spend two months as the sole carer of a 
relative who was unable to leave her bed, I found that 
doing housework for a dependent changes the terms 
completely. Forget the promise of satisfaction. Even if 
you can stay on schedule with your cooking, cleaning, 
giving medication, and your other work (student-
work/paid work), you never know when that whole 
schedule will be turned upside down by some need 
which suddenly emerges. It was a glimpse (but 
nothing more than a glimpse) into the experience 
of domestic workers and housewives, whose 
struggle with housework is even more sharpened by 
inequalities and power relations. I found that, more 
than ever, my time was not my own. Though at least 

my work was recognised and appreciated — probably 
more than a woman’s would be. Relatives and friends 
would comment on what a ‘good boy’ I was.

Managing Housework 
and M.Phi l

Since the second year of my M.Phil, I have had to 
work full-time on my dissertation, but since going to 
the library would take an hour and a half, I preferred 
working from home. But, as the eldest daughter, 
staying at home meant managing the house and 
the domestic workers – work which went and goes 
unnoticed. I had to wake up at 7 a.m. (when everyone 

had to leave) so that I could open the door for 
the presswalla and the maids. Most of the days 
I had to find the clothes that needed to be given 
for ironing. After that the maids came; one for 
the cooking and the other for cleaning. The cook 
would come twice, first to prepare lunch, and 
again to prepare dinner and breakfast. Telling 
the maids what needed to be cooked, loading the 
washing machine, asking her to hang the clothes 
for drying, making sure she clipped them, 

and communicating to 
them any other task my 
mother wanted done –all 
of this fell on me. I was 
not just working on my 
dissertation. And every 
time that I tried to shrug 
it away, the work fell on 

my mother who would have to call from office to 
direct the maids. 

Sure, their work makes my life easier, but their work 
depends on one of us staying at home and making 
sure it gets done. And it was also frustrating because 
like every worker they would rebel against work 
either by doing certain chores badly or by not doing 
them. Initially I let it go. But that caused a lot of fights 
amongst us (my mother and me mostly). She would 
often come home and complain that the kitchen 
shelf wasn’t properly clean or that the food was badly 
cooked. I had to repeatedly remind everyone that I 
was also doing an M.Phil and not just sitting at home, 
whatever that means. Even the task of managing 
housework wasn’t equally shared between us, let alone 
doing it. The responsibility would fall on my mother 

and me; it was somehow 
easier for my father and 
sister to escape it. 

In addition to this, I felt 
completely tied down to 
the house. I couldn’t leave 
without worrying about 
the keys, or if the food had 
been cooked, etc., and 

neither could I escape it because the reproduction of 
the other workers depended on me getting the work 
done: getting lunch ready so that my sister could have 
it after returning from school, getting breakfast ready 
so that my mother didn’t have to prepare tiffins for 
everyone who went out to work, getting the uniform 
washed and ironed. The monotony of doing the same 
tasks every day along with the isolation of working 
on the dissertation by myself really depressed me, and 
soon I wanted to do neither. However things changed 
this summer: my father quit work and since I refused 
to wake up before 11 a.m., he was forced to deal with 
the maids.

Poor quality of housing often translates 
into more housework.

high rents often mean that students 
would have to take on paid work.

All work that one does to get paid - 
now or in the future - often leads to  
a compromise on all other activities. 
so too with university work. it takes 
time away from family and friends. 
you neglect cleaning and cooking - 
activities that are essential to health. 
you migth enjoy these other activites, 
but as the pressure of ‘actual work’ 
increases, these activites become mere 
chores. housework that teachers and students, 

or their paid (housekeepers) or unpaid 
(usually mothers, wives) helpers do at 
home, must be understood as extensions 
of university work.
Would it be possible for university work 
to carry on if this home-work is not done?

We are told that housework is endless. With the fast 
pace of knowledge production and competition, it 

now seems that academic work too is endless. 
in both cases, the endlessness is not in the nature of 
the work, but rather a question of how it is imposed. 
As something imposed on isolated workers, and 
segmented by power structures, ‘useful work’ 

becomes drudgery.



M: It’s a clear gender difference regarding 
housework. I live in a flat in Delhi which I used to 
share with my brother, but now he doesn’t live there 
most of the time. All our relatives visiting Delhi stay 
with me. Whenever my female cousins and sisters 
come, they help with the cleaning and cooking. But 
the male cousins and brothers at most will clean their 
own plates, their own mess. The girls don’t have to be 
asked at all. They just join in when I’m cooking. The 
boys don’t. My older brother is quite difficult. And 
now my younger brother is also going the same way. 
Earlier, we could scold him to help out. But now he 
is rude and answers back. My father even asked both 
brothers to do more housework. When my father 
comes here, he always helps out with the work, but 
doesn’t do so back at home.

R: I seem to have a much higher 
need for cleanliness than my male 
flat-mates, so it was always me telling 
them to clean up. After a point I would 
stop asking them to clean the common 
areas and just clean them myself. They 
would litter; I would pick it up. Then 
there would be points where I would 
‘explode’. It became a cycle: keep asking 
them—do it myself—get angry. 

B: I know what you mean. This is the only thing 
that my partner and I fight about since we started 
living together. Well, it’s not so much a fight – he 
doesn’t try to defend himself. But it’s just every other 
month!

R: And the bathroom!! I swear I used to prefer 
the college loo. They just don’t seem to mind shit in 
the toilet. How hard is it to ensure that your shit is not 
stuck to the toilet? It took a yeast infection which has 
lasted almost a year and is still going strong to finally 
convince them to keep the loo clean. But then a new 
flatmate moved in. And he refused to clean it once 
because ‘what’s the big deal?’ My other flatmate had to 
clean it up, while I sat fuming in my room.

B: Yup! I had to point out to my partner that 
because I sit on the toilet more often, I need it to be 
clean. It doesn’t matter that he lifts the toilet seat when 
he takes a pee. Germs travel. We need to clean any 
urine stains that fall on the loo. Its getting better, yes. 
But in all matters of cleaning and cooking I still feel 
that the burden is more on me. It’s not that he thinks 
it my responsibility but just that he doesn’t take on the 
responsibility on himself as much as I do. Housework 
has to be done in the end. It seems to weigh on me 
much more than it does 
on him. 

M: Yes and even 
though it might not 
affect your college work 
or marks…

R: …its added stress! When there is housework 
to be done and you are doing your college work, you 
are still always thinking about all the other work that 
needs to be done. 

B: It might be my getting old but I can’t seem to 
take a lot of outside food anymore. My stomach seems 
more sensitive than my partner’s. Initially, I had to 
insist much more on cooking food at home. Eventually 
he got it. But the college work is just so ENDLESS 
(there is always more to read) that it is difficult not 
to just give up on cooking and order out. We have 
to keep reminding ourselves that we can’t let college 

work colonize all of our time. Also, when I started 
working as a teacher, I was still better at managing 
both kinds of work. He noticed it sooner than I did. 
And not just that – he also started to manage it all 
better! But before I started working outside 
home, he and even I would at some level 
think that it is easier for me to do the 
housework.

R: You know when we all 
moved in, I was skeptical 
about them saying, “We’ll 
share the housework. It’ll 
be like a commune.” They 
realized later that it is not 
that easy when someone 

else needs it cleaner and insists they do their share. 
But for a while they thought we were all doing the 
same amount. On occasions when I couldn’t contain 
my frustration and vented a little, it was usually seen 
as an over-reaction.

M: Yeah. They often don’t realize how much work 
is being done. Invisiblising my work and anguish! I 
used to think it had something to do with becoming 
educated in feminism and theory but now I don’t 
think that is it. My brother has studied feminist 
theory but it evidently never made a difference!

R: I also felt that my flatmates who studied a lot 
of feminism and thought they were feminist, never 
felt the need to apply it to something as ’trivial’ as 
housework! “Invisibilization” is actually the term 
I had to use! When I framed my problems within a 
feminist discourse, my flatmates suddenly took note. 
When I pointed out that in their everyday life, this 
is what they were doing, they were a little shocked. 

Before, when I was 
saying pretty much the 
same thing, without 
jargon, it did not have 
an effect. It was more – 
“Okay you do it for me 

today. I also do it for you” – without realizing how 
many times I had already done it for them . It’s almost 
as if what mattered most was that label.

B: Ya. It seems they’ve maintained a convenient 
gap between ‘fancy’ theory and ‘trivial’ everyday 
things. Have your relationships with the men 
changed?

M: I do find myself wishing my brother would 
just go away. We talk about nothing now. I find it 
difficult to sustain a good relationship with someone 
when they are completely insensitive to the amount 
of work they are putting on you. 

R: My relationship with my flatmate deteriorated 
because I just couldn’t get how someone can both 
be a friend and also be so inconsiderate so as to 
expect others to clean up his mess. In the end, their 
engagement with feminism did not translate into 

washing dishes. 
B: Not at all. And this ‘commune’ thing is 

equally ridiculous. To just decide that this is 
going to be a commune! It sounds corny 

but it requires one to care for others, 
and learning how to care. It’s a 
commitment. My partner feels very 
guilty every time he’s reproached, 
and I have to keep telling myself 
that things are improving. But it is 
clear that it is a long and grueling 
process of learning. Commune, my 
ass!

M: Yeah, sometimes my cousins 
made me feel that I am impinging 
upon their freedom by asking them 
to do more housework. They think 
that if I am the one who cares that 
much about the mess, I shouldn’t 

complain about doing the 
work. When they do help, it’s 
like they’re doing me a favor!

R: Ya, I had to justify 
to them why I need things 
cleaner. 

B: Oh, and I had to 
overcome the fear of being termed a ‘nag’. 

R: Yes! That in itself is unfair. They aren’t aware 
that I often only quietly cried in my room. But because 
there came a time when I would eventually ‘explode’, 
I have come to be known as an ‘angry person’. I’m 
just asking for my needs to be registered. Is that not 
important in a commune?

M: I know so many women who just do all the 
work and don’t ask their male friends or boyfriends 
to do anything. I don’t see why! 

B: Hahaha…I have several times decided not to 
do the work at all if he does not help or bring it up, 
even if it meant eating dinner at 11.

R: I went on strike! I refused to clean up at all 
and things were a mess. Now, and after the ‘feminist 
conversation’, things are better. But strike doesn’t fully 
work, because refusing to do the work doesn’t mean 
someone else does it or even notices! So in the end I 
had to be pushy and bring it up repeatedly to make 
things more equal in the house.

M: Ya, once I decided I won’t fill up the water 
dispenser, but then no one else did it either! Even 
though many people think female jobs are less 
important and more boring, I’d like to find a way 
so that everyone does the work, because then its 
enjoyable. I really like cooking and cleaning when my 
female cousins are over. We chat all the while and the 
work gets done so much better.
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A conversation between three women about sharing housework with the men they live with. ‘M’ is a student in DU, comes from Arunachal Pradesh. She used 
to live with her younger brother. ‘R’ is a student at AUD and lives with three male friends she had known for some time. ‘B’ is a teacher at DU and PhD student at 

JNU. She lives with her husband.

An housework strike is a pretty complicated thing, 
especially as an individual act. The blindness of those 
who have never done housework means that it will 
take them forever to even notice the strike! 

how are we to break this division of labour?

housework (and carework) has to be 
done by someone or the other. But 
it is usually the female who does it - 
whether she is paid or not is another 
matter. in the households of the 
university workers, it seems that there 
are differing ‘needs’ and differing 
burdens of housework for males and 
females.

The unequal burden of housework (and carework) segments the workers 
not just at home but also in the university. if one students takes on a 
greater share of the housework than her roomates, her “efficiency” in the 
classroom might be negatively affected. This system will put her down for 
her “inefficiency”.  Unless we put the system down!


