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"Brick-making is
hard work.

I don't want

my children to suffer
like I did."

Lakshmi, 55 years old,

daily worker
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A road runs through a village in Tamil Nadu in southern India. This

road is a frontier that divides habitats, and it is a gateway to a
wider world, the nearby industrial city, a means of possible
empowerment for some, but the enslavement of others by the spatial

segregation of castes in these rural areas of southern India.

Between 2019 and 2022, four Dalits (former "untouchables") reveal
their ongoing struggle to survive: over-indebtedness, poor working
conditions in the sugar cane fields and brick factories, domestic and

social violence, discrimination and political unrest.

These four characters from the same village, with their intertwined
destinies, describe their daily lives through intimate and rare
testimonies, which form a life journey around three extraordinary
years marked by an international pandemic and its harsh economic
and social consequences in rural India. Fragile lives on one side, the
road appears as a partition of territory that emancipates, separates

and brings together all at once.



One Side of the Road was filmed as part of a socio-
economic research project using an ethnographic approach.
Somewhere between a scientific documentary and a cross-

cultural portrait, it is aimed at the general public.

Access to the village, the brickworks and the film's four
protagonists is complex and sensitive: the documentary was
made possible thanks to the team's privileged access to
these segregated and oppressed Dalit populations in the
colony, who live in a context of rapid change and are faced

with a permanent reconfiguration of social hierarchies.

The testimonies are intimate and form the core of the film's
narrative. They give a voice and a face to populations that

are invisible, sometimes exotised or fantasised..

A UNIQUE
DOCUMENTARY
FORM
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Vijaya has three children at the start of the film. She

used to emigrate to the neighbouring state of Andra
Pradesh to work as a seasonal labourer in the brick
factories, on advance payment contracts, a form of
bonded labour that is commonplace in India (debt
bondage).

She and her husband have faced many difficulties in their jobs, with
young children to look after on top of their daily work. Vijaya and
her husband Veeramani had to learn brick-making on the job, and
she can testify to these difficulties. Her husband later gave it up and
sank into alcoholism. Vijaya is alone in bearing the mental and
physical burden of her family's needs. She testifies forcefully and
movingly to these episodes of daily struggle: poor working
conditions, the trap of debt bondage in the sugar cane fields and
brick kilns, domestic and social violence. During the three years we
spent with her, she showed astonishing resilience and tremendous
strength of character, enabling her to overcome the difficulties and
poverty of her daily existence.
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Raghavan, a rickshaw driver, took refuge in this new

village when he was younger and now has major family
obligations as a father and uncle to daughters of
marriageable age.

In 2019, he gives a tense and precise account of the problems of
political violence in his former village and discrimination against his low
caste, a village he had to flee to escape this ancestral violence.
Between 2020 and 2022, he describes his daily struggle to survive in a
time of pandemic, with debts, in particular the loan on his rickshaw that
he can no longer repay; incessant and insistent calls from his creditors
to repay his loan, calls that he no longer dares take; odd jobs to
compensate, his anxiety to take his eyes off his rickshaw for fear that
his creditors will take it away from him. He talks about the turf battles
between rickshaw drivers to win the rare customer in his assigned
area, due to his low rank in the rickshaw hierarchy.

Pandy is 54 years old and a day labourer. He has two
married sons. He describes feeling abandoned and
humiliated by his sons in his village, because they no
longer help him and seem to have abandoned him to his
fate as an ageing worker.

Pandy wants to leave his village, while he finds it increasingly
difficult to find a steady job, endures the vicious circle of over-
indebtedness linked to his family commitments (the astronomical
dowries paid for his niece's wedding) and the pre-emption of his only
asset - his unfinished house - by bankers seeking to recover the
interest on his various loans, and suffers physically because of his
age to do the only - physical - jobs he still manages to get. Despite all
this, Pandy is a talkative, funny man with eyes sparkling with
mischief. He's a man met every time the film crew got to visits the
village, present and welcoming, with his little children in his arms.

The smile of the village despite its setbacks.

Lakshmi is a 55-year-old woman who has been married
for 39 years. She experienced a painful integration into
her new home when she married at the age of 16,
having to live with an extended family of her husband's

in-laws, like all young wives in rural India.

She and her husband, the youngest of six brothers, all lived in the
same house with her parents-in-law, a single cramped room, with
their wives and children. Lakshmi had to find a way of freeing herself
from this family hold, through work and seasonal migration to the
brickworks in neighbouring states every year, from which she was
able to derive a benefit, a form of freedom, but at the price of great
sacrifice: an initial period of her adult life experienced as a form of
personal emancipation and also a means of living out her own history,
building herself a suit of armour, that of a woman who had become a
"maistry" (intermediary between the employer and the employees).
Acknowledged as a central figure in her village, and now the glue
that binds her sons and grandchildren together, she shines with the
stature of a woman who has become free and independent.
Appearing at the centre of scenes of women working together in the
fields, she seems to have become their charismatic leader. Like a
mirror effect a generation apart, Vijaya's counterpoint, their
testimonies resonate through time: that of strong, resilient women
grappling with the rigidity of their destiny.



The moving and rare voice of four
Dalits, who are hard to reach and bear
intimate witness to the extraordinary
international context of a historic
pandemic that is pushing them even
further back into an already fragile

condition, to one side of the road...

WHAT THIS
FILM REVEALS

Rural India is undergoing radical
change, with the frenzy of
neighbouring industrial towns
invading the countryside and
roads bisecting villages: rural
jobs are being transformed,
seasonal work is gradually
disappearing and precarious jobs
are being developed, with
appalling working conditions in
the brick industries...

Jobs that are precarious and
enslaved, but reserved for Dalits,
the ex-untouchables, an invisible,
discriminated-against population
that remains on the margins of
the profoundly unequal
development of India's economic
giant.

The persistence and reconfiguration
of castes, the discrimination
associated with them, the social,
political and symbolic violence
endured by women and men as they
struggle to survive on a daily
basis...
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Jalil Nordman

Jalil Nordman is Senior Research Fellow at the French
Institute of Research for Sustainable Development. His
research focuses on the different dimensions of work in
developing countries, on topics such as working
conditions, networks, caste and gender discrimination and
the impact of migration on labour markets.

He has worked in North and West Africa, Madagascar,
Vietnam, Bangladesh and now India. Over the years, he
has acquired solid field experience in these countries and
set up research networks.

In southern India, he is currently co-director of the
Observatory of Rural Dynamics and Inequalities
(ODRIIS), where he coordinates population surveys in
rural Tamil Nadu.

He has recently started producing audiovisual projects,
with the aim of making his research accessible to a wider
audience. After two films on research-action projects, he
embarked on his first feature-length documentary as
writer-director, with a view to extending his authorial
reflections through sound and image, and raising
awareness of issues that are dear to him.



THE
PRODUCERS

Bruno Morat,

Butternut Productions

Claire Lissalde,
IRD Audiovisuel

Producer's note

When Jalil asked me to work with him on this project, he was working on ordering the sequences he
had in mind when he first shot the film in 2019, before the Covid-19 pandemic. At the time, he was
weighing up the possibility of making a film. I was won over by his desire to make a film that would
be linked to his research 'field', with a view to opening it up to a wider audience than just the
scientific community. We talked at length about the situation of the characters in the village and
their lives; the artistic potential of the project and the promise of the film to come were obvious to
us.

For his first feature-length film, Jalil is immersing himself in the heart of a village in southern India.
This immersion takes us to meet four Dalit characters, giving them a voice. A voice that is rarely
heard, far from clichés. In the background, like a fifth character, there is the road, representative of
social segregation. Always off-screen but nonetheless very present, there is the other side of the
road, where the issues are not the same. This road invariably accompanies the protagonists
throughout their journey. Cinematographically, there is clearly the opportunity for a documentary
film conceived with the fuel of a narrative line around the lives of each character that intertwines:
that of the daily struggle of each person in a precarious situation, reinforced by the exceptional

context of the global pandemic.

The precariousness of the characters made the making of this film complex, alternating between the
urgency of shooting and the need to write the film. Jalil and 1 very quickly opted for the urgency of
filming, so as to capture these unique and historic moments on film. At the time, Jalil was living
between India and France, and the writing, fuelled by the first shots, convinced us even more to
support him in his project.

Aware that this film had not been developed in a conventional way, we sought support from IRD
Audiovisuel in co-production for the completion of post-production. Beyond the financial aspect, the
discussions and decisions taken with the IRD strengthened the quality of the film, in particular by
tightening the link between the film and its field research and the Institute's social development

missions.

I hope that, like me, you will be seduced by the nature of this proposal, mixing the intimate with
much broader and fundamental societal considerations.

Bruno Morat



TECHNICAL DETAILS

Format : 86 minutes
(a 52 minute version focusing on the two female characters also exists)

Genre : documentary

Langages : Tamil, English
Subtitles : French, English

Director
Jalil Nordman

Image and sound
Jeremy Carroll
Idrissa Guiro

Editors
Jeremy Carroll
Bastien Gens

Original music director
Shanks Kini

Translations and subtitles
Venkatasubramanian, Jasper Daniel, Jalil Nordman, Bruno Morat
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AT WINNER

iﬁm’:ﬁ:jf:} India International Film Festival of Boston (USA), Award of best documentary (Boston, September 13-15,
2024)

It

26th Madurai International Documentary and Short Film Festival (India), Official selection in international
documentary section (Madurai, December 6-10, 2024)

India Independent Film Festival (India), Award of best documentary (December - January, 2024-25)

8th Meraki Film Festival - Berlin 2025 (Germany), Official selection (Berlin, February, 2025)

25th International Social Justice Film Festival (India), Official selection (Chennai, 12-14 April, 2025)
iﬁ@ﬁﬂ&i} South Asian Film Festival of Montreal (Canada), Official selection (Montreal, 24 May-10 June, 2025)
\?éﬁJ Social World Film Festival 2025 (Italy), Off Selection (Vico Equense, 22-29 June, 2025)

FESTIVAL

8th South Asian Short Film Festival 2025 (India), Official selection (Calcutta, 7-13 July 2025)

i Jagran Film Festival 2025 (India), Official selection (Lucknow, 19-21 September 2025)
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https://filmfreeway.com/CourageFilmFestival
https://www.ethnografilm.com/
https://www.ethnografilm.com/
https://www.ethnografilm.com/wp-content/uploads/2024/02/Full-Online-Program-Compressed-26-Feb-2024-1.pdf
https://www.facebook.com/p/Grass-Root-International-film-festival-100076658214642/?paipv=0&eav=AfYXjOqQ-Lj46Qb11rY1rN0PvRBCOLzMGNaBznU-qMB1vKkrDwwEXzJwuS4mAKKFP5w&_rdr
https://www.facebook.com/p/Grass-Root-International-film-festival-100076658214642/?paipv=0&eav=AfYXjOqQ-Lj46Qb11rY1rN0PvRBCOLzMGNaBznU-qMB1vKkrDwwEXzJwuS4mAKKFP5w&_rdr
https://www.facebook.com/photo?fbid=420401790525091&set=pcb.420401823858421
https://www.facebook.com/photo?fbid=420401790525091&set=pcb.420401823858421
https://www.ethnografilm.com/wp-content/uploads/2024/02/Full-Online-Program-Compressed-26-Feb-2024-1.pdf
https://www.facebook.com/photo/?fbid=420400890525181&set=pcb.420401823858421
https://www.facebook.com/photo/?fbid=420400890525181&set=pcb.420401823858421
https://better-earthfilmfest.com/season-9/
http://capitalfilmmakersfestival.com/berlin/
https://www.humatheque-condorcet.fr/fr/pour-tous/espace-francoise-heritier/mardis-cinema-1
https://iiffb.org/
https://iiffb.org/
https://www.instagram.com/iiffb24/
https://maduraifilmfest.blogspot.com/
https://indianindependentfilmfestival.com/
https://www.facebook.com/merakifilmfestival/
https://socialjusticefilmfestivals.blogspot.com/
https://saffm.centrekabir.com/
https://www.socialfestival.com/it/
https://sasff.in/
https://jff.co.in/lucknow-schedule-2025/
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