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ABSTRACT 

Since time immemorial and the inception of human civilization, man has been in practice 

of framing rules and regulations for the society but not without fulfilling his own vested interests. 

Though women have always been considered to be “one half of the sky”, history is full of instances 

where she is meted out with injustice, devoid of basic needs and fundamental rights. Violence 

against women is a universal problem affecting her at all levels of society. However, differentially 

situated women have unique experiences with their tragic tales of survival. The constant 

manhandling and subjugation of women labourers in SriLankan tea plantations document the 

particular vulnerability of all marginalized women due to the reasons including social isolation, 

inequality, exploitation and lack of awareness. The present paper is an attempt at throwing light at 

the portrayal of the woes and worries of the abandoned and marginalized women working in 

SriLankan tea plantations as delineated in Gopala Krishna Gandhi’s Refuge. It also takes a closer 

look at the problems arising in the life of a marginalized woman Valli who toils hard in the estates 

to eke out an existence. They have been forced to withstand the onslaught of discrimination and 

domination exerted by the dominant Sinhalese. Hope is the only force that keeps them going in 

their struggles. Hence the paper confirms the fact that all marginalized women, despite their 

sufferings and despair, fight against the annihilating forces in society to carve a personal and 

individual space for themselves. 



PAPER  

The chronicle of human history evidently showcases the existence of disparity among the 

different classes in the human society. Being estranged from others due to the socio cultural 

differences, alienation, exploitation and discrimination is a problem caused by a marginalized 

group’s inability or inadequacy to adjust to the new milieu. Understanding the vulnerability of a 

marginalized woman is intrinsically related to the role that she plays and the way she contributes 

to the social, economic and the political aspects of a society. The plight of such splinter groups in 

the Sri Lankan tea plantations “living on the borderline of history and language, and on the limits 

of race and gender”, testifies the onslaught of discrimination, mistreatment and domination exerted 

on them by the Sinhalese on the social and political front. These women labourers had to get used 

to living as slaves at the mercy of the governing Sinhalese administrators who were like their 

masters. These workers were “faced with the dilemma of not knowing whether they were Indians, 

Srilankans or stateless and of also not knowing what their future was ‘especially if they repatriated 

to India”[25] Though they were fighting to be recognized as a part of the mainstream society, their 

efforts would add up to nothing but frustration as they had very little negotiating power. All these 

agonies and sufferings that reflect the pathetic predicament of these marginalized women is the 

central focus of Gopala Krishna Gandhi’s Refuge. 

  Discussing the triple burden experienced by these oppressed women, the paper makes an 

attempt at exploring the unfathomable extent of human suffering involved behind every 

cherished cup of tea.  

We like good tea. But if only we know that the tea in each cup has been picked by 

chilblained fingers, carried on the backs of undernourished mothers, dried and fermented 

in class oppression ,we would like it less.(Refuge 25) 

 Although women form the core labour force in Srilankan tea plantation, they are subjected 

to gende discrimination, class based inequalities, exploitation and human right violation. Their 

limited religious, economic and political power qualifies them as a minority community. They not 

only work longer hours plucking tea leaves but also do most of the household labor. As women 

workers, they share the problems of low wages, long hours of work in the estates, insufficient 

protection from occupational health hazards and limitations to their rights. In addition, they suffer 

burdens due to the prevailing gender segregation in work places, their role in home maintenance, 



child bearing and rearing and susceptibility to violence. Gandhi describes the daily chores of 

plantation workers as a tale of deadly routine. The inevitable births and deaths, the picture of 

women foraging for their daily needs, plucking tea leaves and collecting rubber in driblets and the 

unequal treatments meted out to them make the sum total of every woman who toils hard in the 

plantations. In addition to all this the Sinhalese spared no effort in making the poor women 

labourers aware of their subordinate status. This was inturn a big threat to their solidarity as they 

lived like slaves in a land that was not their own. Life for them was not only conditioned by the 

limited relations but also by the question of their suppressed identity. Seeing the disappointment 

and disgruntlement of a marginalized woman, Jayanta Mahapathra discloses, “I can see the pain 

in the eyes of women as they pass by the road everyday; their voice  seems to say: we are 

the beast of the burden as cattle”.(Peebles 25) 

The miseries and oppression that characterize the life of these battered women are 

delineated through the character of Valli, the protagonist of Gandhi’s Refuge. She is “a fraction of 

the hapless estate workers who were just pawns in the game of politics and power”(40). Like other 

women, she is completely unaware that her own existence in Sri Lankan estates is at the mercy of 

Sinhalese tyrants. In her distress, the sufferings and calamities of the marginalized women seem 

to be endless. Valli is the sole bread winner of her family from a very tender age. The 

transformation of Valli from a playful youth to the managerial role in a family denotes the fate of 

much young generation woman who had to cope with the difficult task of looking after families. 

In order to shoulder the burden that life had placed on her, she had to work hard in the estates.                        

This was her only chance to meeting the innumerable responsibilities that destiny had set out for 

her.  Left without nobody to depend on or no comfortable choices , Valli had to accept the marriage 

proposal of Sannasi, a widower too old for her .Such sufferings are  in fact  the plight of all a 

marginalized women who  are denied of their familial relationships and who  have no say in their 

own lives.``  

  The marginalized women who spent long hours working in the plantations suffer from a 

patriarchal form of oppression that considers women merely as commodities to be used sexually. 

In spite of impelling poverty and pitiable living conditions, Gandhi renders the women folk as 

victims of numerous social ills that the society hurled towards them which were not of their own 

making. They even suffer a lot under the watchful eye of the Srilankan government which is not 



ready to intervene in their favour. Simone de Beauvoir’s research on women in the Second Sex

endorses the fact  

         “One of the most important obstacles to woman’s freedom is not her biology or  

         the political or legal constraints placed upon her, or even her economic situations;  

         rather it is a whole process by which femininity is manufactured in the society.” (Peebles 8)  

 The deprived women in these estates also suffered a lot in the hands of the ruthless 

Sinhalese supervisors.  Gandhi depicts the estate officers as predators who were always ready to 

pounce on any situation that would enable them to have an opportunity to exploit the pathetic 

situations of the women labourers. They could brutalize women at their will without any fear of 

the authorities taking any punitive against them. For instance Valli herself was a victim to the 

cruelties of the Sinhalese who raped her in spite of the fact that she is carrying a child. The 

disregard for justice not only negatively affected these women workers but also those who tried to 

seek justice for them.  Such inevitable circumstances which engulfed the squalid livelihood of 

these workers prompted them to organize massive strike against the oppression and exploitation 

of the tea estate owners.  This only resulted in strained relationship between the oppressors and 

the oppressed. The estate owners employed military suppression to curb this situation that was 

getting out of hand. But these acts of sustenance resulted in a trial of deaths that culminated to 

massive rapes. The survival of women in such a mortifying milieu is not an easy task.  

 Erica Long rightly says, “Women are the only exploited group in history to have been 

idealized into powerlessness”. The power that money gives the earner is too well known to be 

explained. But even that seems to be denied to the hapless poor especially to those of the feminine 

gender. In spite of earning money for her own expenditure, Valli gets to spend only under five 

rupees for her sister’s family. Gender inequality is the root oppression that the marginalized face. 

The constant disparity between the wages of men and women on tea plantations also throws light 

on the plight that degrades women to the extent of fiscal impoverishment.  

 “For more than a century, there has been difference between men’s and women’s  

             wages on the estates. Women form more than half the labour force on estates, 

             work longer hours than men carrying heavy baskets on their backs, and queuing 

             Long hours before their bags are weighed. But they are still paid less” (Refuge 146) 



  The few wages paid to the labourers at times ended in unexpected difficulties and the 

consequences were very hard for them to overcome. The supplies of food ran desperately short 

and rations were curtailed. The workers were forced to cut down on food and proteins, predictably 

their productivity went down .Gandhi delineates the suffering of these marginalized labourers by 

contrasting their lives with those of the Sinhalese estate owner. By creating this contrast, he seems 

to be juxtaposing two different worlds. A good example to justify the claim is when he comments  

               While the poor women workers were toiling from dawn to dusk in the tea and rubber 

              plantations, the urbane rich and educated estate owners spent their time worrying and  

             gossiping about their prerequisites while enjoying endless glasses of whisky (Refuge 43) 

 Through the pen portrait of Valli, Gandhi unmasks many other challenges that women face 

in their arena of work. The tea estate managers were so inhumane to the extent of denying these 

women folk the basics of health that constitute their fundamental social rights and health services. 

Access to such social services was almost a luxury for them. Valli’s description of her mother’s 

untimely death demonstrates how difficult it is for these splinter groups to access health facilities 

as her father struggles to secure transport to take his pregnant wife to the hospital, Gandhi depicts 

how uncooperative the Sinhalese were in helping the women workers out of their situations and 

also shows that women suffer silently without addressing all their inner emotions. Lack of 

education was also a tool that the administrators used in ensuring that these splinter groups 

remained totally insolvent. Majority of the estate children including Valli had not seen the school 

beyond “the second grade of the estate’s five grade schools” (7). With no education beyond the 

fifth grade most of the children as well as adult were semi or totally illiterate. The portrayal of 

such situations show the estate managers as an oppressive force “that took in disregard the 

economic importance of the women labourers.”(Peebles7)  

Tormented to intrinsic violence and sufferings, the very psychological states of such groups 

are under constant questioning. They are not only faced with physical threats and attacks but are 

also compelled to give up their identities. They get so completely immersed in their daily work 

that they do not have any time to think of anything else. From political, economic and social levels, 

nothing seemed to give them the power which enables them the power to have some control over 

their lives. 

    “A sense of desolation and bewilderment prevails everywhere. They knew no politics 



     and subscribe to political ideology. Their lives are so completely occupied by the tedium 

    of work that they have had no time to think politically or even think of tomorrow.”(Refuge 70) 

        The subjugation of women is a central fact of history and it is a main cause of all 

psychological disorders in society. According to Janet Richards,  

“Essence of feminism has a strong fundamental case intended to mean only that 

  there are excellent reasons for thinking that women suffer from systematic social 

  injustice because of their sex.” (The Sceptical Feminist 50) 

In Refuge, Gandhi demonstrates all kinds of disruptions and complexities raised against the 

marginalized women through his exploration of the life of Valli. Even after toiling day and night 

in the plantations, these women were not only subjected to intrinsic turmoil and tribulations but 

are also victims of the numerous social ills that the society hurled towards them. The relentless 

efforts of Valli and her community towards attaining unachievable targets make them live in a 

mirage only for them to eventually crash down on the hard cemented floors of reality. The very 

existence of such groups are questioned when they are ultimately denied the shelter and refuge 

that they seek in the land where they struggled for their whole life. Thus the predicament of the 

protagonist is indeed the plight of all marginalized women who,despite their sufferings and 

despair, fight against the annihilating forces in society to carve a personal and individual space for 

them. Culled from an ignominious world of marginalized women, the paper foregrounds the 

panorama of unarticulated woes, worries and anxieties that go behind every cherished cup of tea.  
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