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CHAPTER 1  

PROSPECTUS 

Note: This chapter is the original proposal, written before production began on the 
documentary Rickshaw Man. This proposal was submitted to and approved by the 
thesis committee in November 2011. Hence, the proposal addresses the film in the 
future tense and subsequent chapters which were written after production address 
the film in the past tense.    

 

Introduction 

Rickshaw: noun 

• A light two-wheeled hooded vehicle drawn by one or more people, used 
chiefly in Asian countries. 

• A vehicle similar to a three-wheeled bicycle, having a seat for passengers 
behind the driver. 

• Origin: late 19th century: abbreviation of JINRIKISHA (Japanese). Literal 
definition-human powered vehicle. (Oxford English Dictionary) 

 
The documentary film, Rickshaw Man, which this thesis document describes in detail, 

opens a door between two very different worlds. Geographically, the story spans two continents 

to focus on two men, separated by social, economic, cultural, linguistic and religious differences. 

Yet, there is an inanimate object that brings them together - the rickshaw. 

The vast gap between the East and the West has certainly been explored in many forms. 

However, Rickshaw Man is an attempt at seeking out a common thread in the tangled web of all 

these differences. Rickshaw pulling is an age old profession in most developing Asian countries 

and now this vehicle is making its presence felt in the United States of America. However, the 

connotations ascribed to this profession in the East and the West, are very different from each 

other.  

We focus our attention on two men- one from Dallas, Texas, USA, and the other in Delhi, 

India. In the United States, the Rickshaw is a symbol of environmental consciousness. In India, it 
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is a symbol of abject poverty. The rickshaw man in Dallas is a young professional, driving 

around customers for physical exercise and as a social activity. The rickshaw man in Delhi 

barely succeeds in feeding his family with the money he earns. A rickshaw is an attractive 

novelty in the West. In the East, it is considered an embarrassment.  

This film will examine how rickshaw men are viewed by the society they live in and in 

turn, how they view society. The lives of these two individuals are an analogy of how vast the 

differences are between these two countries. As we live in the 21st century, distances are 

constantly being reduced and the world seems to be becoming a much smaller place. We are 

constantly evolving and understanding ourselves as a species. Rickshaw Man will be an 

important film that hopes to lead this understanding to another level.  

 

Research 

There has been a plethora of studies published on the social, economic, and physiological 

conditions of rickshaw pullers in South Asian countries by social justice NGO’s, medical 

organizations, and research institutes1.  This research has been used to formulate an assumption 

about the lives of the rickshaw men. For example, a study conducted by the Center for 

International Research on the Japanese Economy (CIRJE) on the migration of rural farmers, 

craftsmen, and artisans from their villages to Delhi provided extensive information regarding the 

economic and most importantly, the social situation of rickshaw men. On-line web articles 

written and published by Delhi based social justice activist, Madhu Kishwar on her website, 

‘Manushi’ provided valuable information on the nexus between law enforcement personnel, 

municipal bureaucrats, and local politicians whose agenda is to exploit the self-employed poor of 

                                                 
1 A detailed list of these research materials can be found in the Review of Additional Research section, Chapter 3. 
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Delhi and keep them trapped in a vicious cycle of poverty. A major study conducted by the 

National Institute of Occupational Health provided an insight into the degraded health conditions 

of rickshaw drivers. Based on these studies, the assumption is that the rickshaw men occupy the 

lowest position in the social strata of Delhi, living a life of daily exploitation with no recourse 

from the state and barely any hope of upward mobility. 

Being a citizen of India and having lived most of my life in Delhi, I have gained an 

understanding of the situation of rickshaw men in my city. I have seen rickshaw men working all 

hours of the day and night and witnessed them sleeping huddled in their passenger cabs year 

after year. Even after laboring for years, many rickshaw men are living hand to mouth lives and 

are never able to better their situation.  The rickshaw becomes their home, their place in the 

world.  In the United States, I have interacted with several pedicab drivers in cities such as New 

York, Austin, Dallas, and Denton and this has informed me that there is barely any common 

ground which the two characters share except for the vehicle that they drive. Etymologically, 

‘rickshaw’ is a Japanese word and the same vehicle in English is called the ‘pedicab’.  A detailed 

analysis of some of the key differences follows. 

 

Social Differences 

In the transport sector of Delhi, rickshaw drivers are the lowest earning group as they 

travel short distances. A manual rickshaw driver on an average earns 150-200 rupees less than an 

auto-rickshaw driver2. This is not a significant gap and yet, the social status accorded to the auto 

driver is much higher compared to a rickshaw man. Large populations of rickshaw men in Delhi 

are the rural poor who migrate to the big city because sustaining a family on the meager earnings 

                                                 
2 ‘Manushi’-License Quota Raid Raj for Cycle Rickshaws and Street Vendors. 
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gained from agriculture is impossible. They are the outsiders who have no physical or emotional 

ties to the city and are by and large viewed by society as such. With a population of over 16 

million the transport sector of Delhi has not been able to keep up with the burgeoning 

metropolis, and rickshaws play an important role in fulfilling the transportation needs of the city. 

Yet, these rickshaw men remain, nameless faceless entities who are not accorded a place in the 

community they serve.  

India has a regrettable history of the caste system which Hindu society still struggles with 

in the 21st century. The caste system is the social and economic stratification of people according 

to the Hindu religion and it dictates an individual’s place in society based on birth and going 

back generations. According to the Hindu text, Rig Veda, human beings were formed from 

Purusa who is described as “the brahmin was his mouth, his two arms became the rajanya 

(Kshatriya), his thighs are what the vaisya are, and from his feet the shudra were made.”3  Thus, 

the four castes are: 

1. Brahmin: The highest cast, traditionally scholars, priests, healers 

2. Kshatriya: Kings, warriors, and administrators. 

3. Vaisya: Traders, merchants, bankers. 

4. Shudra: The lowest cast for whom manual labor was reserved.  

After the four castes come the Harijan (god’s children). They were left out of the caste  

system and excluded entirely from society. In the past, they were called untouchables and it was 

considered a grave sin for a higher class member to even be touched by their shadow. Mohandas  

Gandhi renamed them Harijan to bring them back into society. Today, the Indian government 

and constitution recognizes and protects them as scheduled castes, scheduled tribes and other 

                                                 
3 Philosophy. Lander.edu 
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backward classes4. they are provided reservations in government service and education to 

empower and raise them up to the level of the rest of the population.   

  Even though this system which dictates one’s place in society on the basis of birth has 

been abolished, there are still large populations of the country on the lower rungs of the socio-

economic scale as a result of the oppression and disenfranchisement meted out to them over 

centuries by the higher castes. To put this in perspective, according to a study conducted in 

North-East Delhi in 2007 by the University of Tokyo, 91.25% rickshaw men were found to be 

Hindus with “46.25% belong[ing] to the lower castes, designated as scheduled castes, 5% 

belonging to the scheduled tribes and 45% belonging to the other backward classes” (CIRJE 10). 

“Given their low social standing, it is not surprising that their educational attainments are 

very low with almost half of them being illiterate and the rest having gone through only very few 

years of schooling in their villages” (CIRJE 28).  Thus, they are stuck with the only occupation 

they are qualified for in the city. Their desperate economic status also hinders attaining an 

education which might raise them out of this deplorable situation. Driving a rickshaw was not a 

choice, but the last resort.  

In contrast, the majority of rickshaw men in the United States are college students who 

choose the rickshaw as it is an attractive and adventurous prospect compared to other part time 

jobs. From my discussions with them, what was most surprising to me was that several of them 

already have regular jobs and just drive the rickshaws in their free time to supplement their 

income and stay fit. The drivers in established bastions like Austin and San Diego have their own 

appealing and intriguing sub culture. Pedicab culture is relatively new in Dallas and the drivers I 

                                                 
4 Special Provision of the Constitution of India for Scheduled Castes, Scheduled Tribes, and Other Backward 
Classes. http://www.anagrasarkalyan.gov.in/compendium/part-1_page3-8.pdf 

http://www.anagrasarkalyan.gov.in/compendium/part-1_page3-8.pdf
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have interacted with are young professionals who are highly sociable, extroverted, and fitness 

conscious.  This quality they have attracts like- minded individuals to take up pedicab driving. 

 

Economic Differences 

Going by the data collected in the study conducted by the University of Tokyo, “As many 

as 32.5% respondents have reported their daily income to be higher than rupees 100 and 42.5 % 

of the total have indicated that their daily incomes range between 91 and 100 rupees.”(CIRJE 20) 

Since the study was conducted in 2007, according to the exchange rate data from 2007, one 

dollar fluctuated between 39 to 44 rupees5. Therefore, a rickshaw man in New Delhi earns 

somewhere between 2 to 3 dollars after a hard days labor. The vehicle itself is not personal 

property and has to be rented from contractors on a daily basis. The average rent is 20 rupees or 

approximately 50 cents. Currency conversion shows that the rickshaw man survives on a dollar 

and a half a day. Since the standard of living in India is relatively lower than it is in the United 

States, this is a sum that places the Indian rickshaw puller above the poverty line if he uses the 

income for his sole sustenance. However, the study further states that  “the average family size of 

the rickshaw pullers both migrant and resident has been reported to range between 6-7 persons, 

including the members living at their original habitat for whom the respondent feels responsible” 

(CIRJE 10). 

The economic disparity is significant as his counterpart in Dallas earns on an average, 80-

100 dollars and the rent for the pedicab is 10 dollars for a four hour shift. One of the most 

significant differences is that the pedicab driver in Dallas is rarely responsible for sustaining a 

family with his income, and in case he is, the average size of the family is 2 persons. Even 

                                                 
5 Source: http://fxtop.com/en/currency-converter-past.php 

http://fxtop.com/en/currency-converter-past.php
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considering the differences in standard of living between Delhi and Dallas, it is apparent to 

anyone who has interacted with these separate rickshaw men that one is living a life of 

backbreaking poverty while the other is able to lead a self-sufficient existence from the money 

he earns. 

 

Health Differences 

Apart from the obvious economic disparity, the film also lays bare the effect that pulling 

a rickshaw has on the physical and emotional health of the two main characters. A feeling of 

good health and well-being radiates from the Dallas man as he enjoys and takes pride in the work 

he does. The majority of pedicab men in Dallas choose this occupation not just for the significant 

earnings but the health benefits of biking as well. Most of them rent their rickshaws for 4 hour 

shifts during the day or night. They mostly congregate near the American Airlines Center, which 

is the entertainment district for Dallas and hosts musical concerts, basketball games and hockey 

matches every other weekend. This area is also surrounded by some of the best restaurants and 

bars in the city like the House of Blues and the Hard Rock Café. For a young pedicab man, this is 

the perfect spot to socialize as well as find paying customers who tip generously after a night of 

revelry.  

The rickshaw man in India works from ten to twelve hours a day. Given the measly sum 

he earns each day, his diet lacks the essential nutrients that would allow him to sustain his hard 

labor. On an average, the rickshaw man in India works twelve out of every fifteen days as the 

physical strain takes a severe toll on his health. According to a study on the health status of 

rickshaw men published in the Journal of Community Medicine (JCM), “Musculoskeletal 

problem was the major (91.76 %) morbidity detected among the test subjects. GI (gastro-
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intestinal) problems accounted for 55.9% of the study population and were mainly manifested as 

features of Acid Peptic Disease (APD). Ophthalmic problem as impaired vision was present in 

51% and degenerative lesions like pterygium, and pinguecula was present in 10.1%. Dental 

problems like caries tooth, missing tooth, gingivitis etc. accounted for 35.86% of clinical 

morbidity. Similarly ear problems like impaired hearing, acute suppurative otitis media, wax in 

ear etc. was detected in 39.13% of the study population. 19% of the rickshaw pullers had 

inguinal lymphadenopathy and 14.13% of the rickshaw pullers had varicose veins. Respiratory 

diseases were present in 11.95% of the rickshaw pullers and 10.86%  of rickshaw pullers had 

diarrheal disorder. Genito-Urinary (GU) problems were present in 12% of the study subjects. 

15% of the rickshaw pullers had dermatological disorders of which dermatitis was present in 7%, 

4.8% had scabies, and 3.8 had eczematous lesions.  3.8% of rickshaw pullers had elephantiasis of 

lower limbs and 2.1% had unilateral or bilateral hydrocele of tunica vaginalis testes (TVT) sac. 

(JCM 4)”.This study focused on rickshaw drivers in Berhampur, a small town in the state of 

Orissa. Delhi has a much larger population, more motorized vehicles, and far more air pollution. 

Taking this data as a comparison tool, a rickshaw man in Delhi endures relatively the same 

health shocks, if not more on his physiology.  

Instead of being the epitome of good health, most of these rickshaw men are emaciated. 

They have no health insurance and according to a case study on the health shocks and urban 

chronic poverty of rickshaw drivers in Bangladesh published by the Chronic Poverty Research 

Center (CPRC), “given the monthly saving potential of an average rickshaw puller household, a 

major sickness is able to wipe out two years of savings. But, more than half of pullers have no 

savings at all; one-fifth are unable to secure 3 meals a day; more than half have not been able to 

acquire any assets; half cannot generate any surplus from income; and a similar proportion has 
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outstanding debt. Set against this, the average economic burden of ill health is considerable.” 

(CPRC 23) 

 

Rickshaw and Pedicab: Technological Differences 

 
A rickshaw and a pedicab: Though they look the same at first glance, there are many 
technological differences.6 
 
 

Essentially, a rickshaw and a pedicab are human powered tri-wheeled transport vehicles. 

But the difference in the mechanics of a rickshaw and pedicab highlight the technological gap 

between the developing and developed world. The rickshaw is a barebones tricycle with a 

carriage, lacking the basic mechanical advantages that even a consumer bicycle comes fitted with 

such as shock absorbers and rear braking system. In addition, it is designed in such a way that the 

“driving force is transmitted to only one of the rear wheels fixed with the axle” (Chowdhury 2). 

This factor results in poor maneuverability of the vehicle and extra effort required on the part of 
                                                 
6Rickshaw image : http://grabcad.com/requests/cycle-rickshaw  Pedicab image: http://212pedicabllc.blogspot.com/ 

http://grabcad.com/requests/cycle-rickshaw
http://212pedicabllc.blogspot.com/
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the driver to maintain control. The pedicab on the other hand is a modern vehicle fitted with 

shock absorbers, indicating lights, hydraulic disk brakes, lightweight fiberglass bodies, tubeless 

tires, and a 12-18 speed gear system. For the customers, it has seatbelts and armrests which 

provide a safe and comfortable journey.  

It is not that these technological aids are not available in India. Consumer bicycles come 

fitted with shock-absorbers, headlights and reflector lights, and superior braking and gear 

systems. However, incorporating them in rickshaws would result in the average cost of a 

rickshaw doubling and this will take it out of the reach of rickshaw men who hope to own their 

own vehicle someday, and increase the rent that the fleet and garage owners charge.  

 

Location Report 

Rickshaw Man follows the journey of two individuals in two countries. The film will be 

shot in Delhi, India, and Dallas, Texas-USA.  

 

Delhi, India 

Rickshaws have played a significant role in the transportation sector of several small and 

large cities in India for many decades. Until the 1990s, the process of globalization was 

constrained by governmental policies that put barriers to trade and foreign investment. However 

in the past two decades, India opened its doors to the world which has led to tremendous 

economic progress. The booming economy has bolstered the middle class as is evident by the 

sale of passenger cars which has more than doubled from 2004-05 to 2010-11.7 This growth has 

                                                 
7 Society for Indian Automobile Manufacturers (SIAM), http://www.siamindia.com/scripts/domestic-sales-
trend.aspx  

http://www.siamindia.com/scripts/domestic-sales-trend.aspx
http://www.siamindia.com/scripts/domestic-sales-trend.aspx
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not boded well for the rickshaw industry as the middle class has long been its core consumer 

base.  

The reason for choosing Delhi for this production is because it is the capital of India and 

rickshaws have been an integral part of not only the transportation sector but the culture of the 

city. However, recently, they have been facing unprecedented hostility from the state 

government. Rickshaws have been restricted to small pockets in the fringes of Delhi and unfair 

laws and regulations are being enforced which are exploitative and draconian. “Anyone can own 

a fleet of cars, trucks, or even airplanes. However possessing more than one cycle rickshaw has 

been treated as an offence which is punishable with the confiscation and destruction of the 

vehicle” (Kishwar 13). Delhi will offer an interesting perspective for this story as it is a city 

laying claim to ‘alpha-world city’8 status while systematically marginalizing and actively trying 

to eradicate a specific trade and population because they do not fit in the grand scheme of things.  

The documentary follows the rickshaw man from dawn till dusk to present a typical day 

in his life. The rickshaw stand where the rickshaw men wait for customers will be an important 

location where much of the interview will be shot. There will be minimal use of sit-down 

interviews and talking heads as the majority of footage will be shot while the rickshaw man 

drives around the city. These would include residential areas, congested main roads, alleyways 

and crowded markets.  

For the rickshaw man in India, the streets are home. They have their favorite haunts in the 

city where they go every day for a cup of tea or for a bite to eat. These locations will be an 

important part of the documentary and I will concentrate on these areas. An interesting 

characteristic of Delhi is the numerous historical monuments that one finds in the midst of a 

                                                 
8 A global city with immense economic and political potential, and primary hubs for global industry. 
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modern city. These visuals give a feeling of a being lost in time; like the rickshaw men of Delhi 

who seem to be getting left behind while the city moves relentlessly forward. 

 

Dallas-Texas-USA 

There are several large cities in the United States where pedicabs have made an impact. 

Some of the bigger cities are New York, Orlando, Austin, Washington D.C and San Diego. 

Pedicabs are relatively new in Dallas with to date only one pedicab company-Dallas Pedicabs. 

The primary reason for choosing Dallas for this production is because it will provide an 

interesting contrast compared to Delhi. While the streets of Delhi are clogged with rickshaws, 

there are only one or two pedicabs weaving through downtown Dallas. The rickshaw men in 

Delhi are exhausted, afraid, and despondent. The pedicab drivers in Dallas are excited, 

enthusiastic and hopeful.  

The primary location where most of the shooting will be done is uptown/downtown 

Dallas. The cultural and entertainment hub of the city, this is where the pedicab drivers 

congregate on a typical day. The observational footage will be shot in and around this area. I will 

also follow the pedicab man to his ‘real job’, as it is essential to show what his actual occupation 

is. I will also be filming at the house or apartment he lives in so that a complete portrait of his 

life can be presented. 

 

Ethics 

Documentary filmmaking is a binary process. Every time the camera is focused on an 

individual, a line is crossed and the notions of ethical prudence come into play. How the subjects 

of the film are viewed by the audience now rests in the filmmakers hands. Therefore, the nature 
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of the relationship between the filmmaker and his subjects are going to define the filming 

process. This film is not intended to be an expose on the lives of rickshaw and pedicab drivers. I 

visualize it as an honest, conscientious, and faithful representation of the rickshaw men. 

Therefore all the subjects of the film will be briefed on the exact content and purpose of the film 

which benefits the production as the subjects will be on-board with the project and would also 

share their stories with honesty. People and Location release forms will be signed before 

shooting begins. To present an accurate picture of their daily lives, they would be followed 

faithfully and I as filmmakers do not intend to set up specific situations. It would not be 

economically viable for the rickshaw man in India to give up his day’s labor for the demands of 

the film. Therefore I intend to reach an agreement with the subject whereby he will be 

remunerated for his time corresponding to his minimum wages. If the same is the case for the 

pedicab man in Dallas, then a similar agreement can be reached with him as well. It will 

however, be made clear to them that the reimbursement they are receiving should not be 

considered a monetary obligation or payment to enhance the content of the film.  

This film is not meant to be a critique of society or a statement about the poverty of the 

East compared to the affluence of the West, but rather, an objective observation and commentary 

which would serve to enhance our understanding of the world we live in, so that an informed and 

intelligent worldview can be presented to the audience. It has been a personal analysis for me as I 

have travelled from one continent to the other and have observed that even though there are 

cultural and economic differences, mostly, we all want financial security, filial support, and 

social acceptance.  
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Style 

According to Nichols, “I speak about them to you may be the most common formulation 

of the three-way relationship among filmmaker, subject and audience” (Nichols 17). Though it is 

certainly one of the easiest formulations of documentary, it leaves a lot to be desired in terms of 

emotional connect as, I as a filmmaker am relegated to the outside, looking in, as much as my 

audience is. My attempt would be to craft the film in such a way that “I or We speak about us to 

you as this formulation moves the filmmaker from a position of separation from those he or she 

represents to a position of commonality with them” (Nichols 18). The way I will achieve this is 

by forging a strong filmmaker/subject relationship. Having lived in India and the United States 

for a considerable amount of time, I can say that I have assimilated both cultures into a unique 

blend and made it my own. Therefore, I am not far removed from the rickshaw man in Delhi nor 

the one in Dallas. Hence, as a filmmaker, my motive is not just to showcase how dissimilar these 

two worlds are but rather to illuminate the threads of commonality which prove that we are not 

so different after all. 

The film, Rickshaw Man will be a blend of the poetic and observational styles of 

documentary filmmaking. The film travels between two countries, whose geography, 

atmosphere, landscape, architecture and culture are a world apart. We are navigated through 

these two cities by two men who are polar opposites of each other. Instead of dividing the film 

into two with each half representing each country and character, the film will vacillate from one 

to another and this is where the poetic form will provide beauty to the visuals as it helps in 

“breaking up time and space into multiple perspectives” (Nichols 103). 

The skyline of Dallas, Texas is remarkably different from New Delhi, India. One is 

modern and an archetype of quintessential western architecture and the other has an otherworldly 
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feel with buildings representative of eastern architecture. The camera moves from the panoramic 

views of the horizon and tilts down to the streets which are home for the rickshaw men. Flowing 

between Delhi and Dallas, we follow the rickshaw as it speeds down the road. Even the 

rickshaws are a visual contrast despite being essentially the same vehicle as one is run down and 

dilapidated, the other sparkling and well maintained. Instead of providing a complete image of 

the rickshaw up front, the editing focuses on breaking it down into individual parts as the images 

fluidly focus on the parts of the rickshaw-the wheels, spokes, pedals, chain, seats and handle. 

This is followed by visuals of the rickshaw man himself in much the same way as his vehicle 

was introduced moving upwards from his feet to his torso, his attire and finally his face. 

Dialogue with the rickshaw men will be in the observational style with rare if any use of sit-

down interviews. I aim to follow them as they travel through the city on the rickshaw and 

pedicab, and also show what life is like off the vehicle; what they do in their free time, what their 

family life is like. Their story is narrated by the characters themselves and the visuals are  point 

of view scenes from the cab, buildings, traffic, monuments, markets, and busy main roads. The 

film follows them back to observe where they live, the condition of their dwellings. According to 

Nichols, “the observational mode poses a series of ethical considerations that involve the act of 

observing others go about their affairs” (Nichols 111). The greatest of these considerations is that 

the observation might turn voyeuristic. Significant time will be spent with the characters before 

filming to make them comfortable in front of the camera. Ethical prudence is essential while 

filming this documentary, even more so when it comes to dealing with the rickshaw man in 

Delhi. His level of education and world view are extremely limited as compared to his 

counterpart in Dallas. The Dallas man is well aware of his rights and can certainly defend 

himself against any form of exploitation. The rickshaw man in India has faced far worse 
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exploitation all his life and he might not even consider the possibility that a filmmaking process 

can be exploitative as well. Having seen several documentaries and films made by international 

filmmakers based on the less fortunate in India, I am aware of the ease with which a film such as 

this can turn exploitative. If I only show the worst parts of being a rickshaw driver and present 

the rickshaw man as helpless with nothing about his life in his control- just a hapless victim of 

society- it would not be accurate or ethical. The rickshaw man has hopes, plans for the future, 

friends and family, loves and dreams, and it is essential to show this side of his life as well.  I do 

not intend to make a film exposing the underbelly of Indian society for a western audience. Life 

is undeniably hard and at times brutal on the streets of Delhi and I aim to tell the story of a 

strong, resilient individual who doesn’t succumb to his situation but fights through it every day. I 

aim to spend a considerable amount of time with the rickshaw man in India before filmmaking 

begins, to ensure that he understands the goals and objectives of the film and what is expected of 

him. He will also be made aware of his rights as a subject, especially the fact that it is a choice 

and not an obligation to be a part of the film. This is why I will search for a strong character who 

would not be afraid to assert himself or speak his mind if he find something he doesn’t agree 

with. The ethical concerns of this film are also one of the significant areas of ongoing 

discussions with my thesis committee, especially Associate Professor of Anthropology Doug 

Henry whose interest lies in the interaction of culture, health, and society. Working closely with 

my committee will help me maintain my ethical integrity. 

 

Goals of the Production 

Rickshaw Man is not intended to pit the east against the west. It is a film that is designed 

to foster an understanding and appreciation of the similarities between the two cultures and 
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highlight the values that bring us together. One of my aims with this documentary is to start a 

conversation in Indian society regarding the degrading social standings of rickshaw men. This 

film also intends to showcase the dignity of labor of thousands of these poor farmers and artisans 

who are forced to migrate for the singular purpose of feeding and clothing the family they leave 

back home all while struggling to survive day to day in a callous city and society that continues 

to dehumanize them. 

There are many social advantages of a pedicab culture in urban areas as well. Most 

pedicab drivers in the United States congregate around the entertainment and cultural districts of 

the city and are available to late night revelers who would be more comfortable knowing that 

they can have a safe and comparatively cheaper ride back home than taking a taxi cab or driving 

themselves. Being a non-motorized commuter vehicle, it also helps in reducing the carbon 

footprint of large cities and significantly reduces the traffic congestion of urban roadways. 

Pedicabs might not be the ideal solution for workday transportation but they are perfect for 

leisure activities as they provide an entertaining and intimate experience of the city. The goal is 

to educate and encourage audiences to consider pedicabs as a viable mode of transport and to 

have more cities adopt and integrate pedicabs as an integral part of local transportation. 

Watching the pedicab man in Dallas sell rides and the visuals of the city from the back of the cab 

will give the audience a feel of what a pedicab ride is like. The hope is that they will try it for 

themselves and come to accept it as a viable mode of transport, leading to more pedicabs on the 

street and fewer cars and trucks. 
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CHAPTER 2  

PRE-PRODUCTION 

Subject Matter Research 

I was born and raised in New Delhi, India and lived there for over twenty five years. 

Growing up, we did not have a family car and all my earliest memories of travelling have been in 

public transport. The most fun however was the rickshaw rides as they were the most easily 

accessible mode of travelling, even if it was for short distances. Since moving to the United 

States in 2009, I have met and spoken to many people who are interested in hearing and learning 

more about India, its culture and society and this prompted me to share the story of my city with 

my thesis film. However, I did not wish to present the story as something from another world 

and instead wanted to find the threads that would make the subject relatable to an audience in the 

States.  

The first pedicab I came across was in Austin, TX and I was fascinated by the sub-culture 

that it has evolved into. This was a vehicle that I had been around my whole life and had never 

given a moment’s thought to. The mechanics of the occupation were the same; a rickshaw and a 

pedicab are essentially the same vehicles; tri-wheeled, human powered, with a cab for 

transporting passengers. But the effect they had on the city was poles apart. This prompted me to 

examine all that I remembered from my rickshaw travels in Delhi. I have witnessed rickshaw 

drivers being beaten, abused and treated in the most dehumanizing manner in my city. However 

what distressed me most was the knowledge that even though I had been on hundreds of 

rickshaw rides in Delhi- several times with the same few rickshaw men- I had never asked any of 

them their name. This was the primary motivation to film this documentary in a way that would 

bring me closer and by extension, the audience into the lives of the rickshaw men of Delhi.  
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There have been many documentaries and short films made on the Austin pedicab 

drivers. Watching these films while conducting my research, I was acutely aware of the lack of 

an emotional connection, as most of the filmmakers might have intended it that way.  My 

intention with this film was not just to document life and events happening in a distant foreign 

land, but to find ways to make it relatable and bring it closer to home for an audience in 

America. Therefore, it was essential for me to integrate the story of a pedicab man in the United 

States. 

 

Subjects 

The biggest challenge in filming this documentary was to find the right subjects who 

would have a story that resonates with audiences in India as well as the United States. Going by 

unofficial records, the city of Delhi has an estimated five hundred thousand rickshaw men and a 

majority of them are migrants from distant, rural, and impoverished states. Having been away 

from India for over three years, it was challenging to prepare an effective preproduction strategy 

as I was essentially working without the principal subject. The ideal subject I had in mind during 

pre-production was a young man in his mid to late twenties, who is a migrant from the rural to 

the urban and who is also responsible and perhaps even the only bread-winner for his family. 

Therefore, sufficient time was added to the production schedule to identify and build a 

relationship with the subject once I travelled to India.  

 

Mohammad Chand: Delhi, India 

After having spent over a week interacting with several rickshaw men in different parts of 

the city, I met Mohammad Chand outside Jama Masjid, Old Delhi. Thousands of international 
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tourists flock to Jama Masjid every year which is one of the oldest, largest, and most famous 

mosques in India. Mohammad had a quality that made him stand apart from the dozens of 

rickshaw men that crowd the gates of the mosque. The next challenge was to build a relationship 

based on trust with him as there was a remarkable degree of insecurity among the rickshaw men 

as a whole. Although I am a citizen of India and was born and raised in Delhi, it was obvious 

from the start that I was considered an outsider by the rickshaw men. The social structure of 

India makes it incredibly difficult to traverse between the various social groups even though we 

inhabit the same city. I was born and raised in a middle class family and was fortunate enough to 

receive advanced education, and this fact actually made it harder to be accepted by the rickshaw 

men. The general consensus seemed to be that whatever they say on camera might get them in 

trouble with local authorities.  After the initial reconnaissance shoot when I first met him, I 

visited every day for a week and spent a few hours associating with the rickshaw men of Jama 

Masjid rickshaw stand, Mohammad’s main parking spot. We talked, drank tea, and ate together, 

and I got acquainted with his fellow rickshaw men and the man he rented his rickshaw from.  I 

also went on several rickshaw rides with Mohammad through the streets of Old Delhi, a place I 

had never had the opportunity to explore while I lived in Delhi. These are men who live hard 

lives in a rough city and they are acutely aware of exploitation. It was essential to gain the trust 

of Mohammad as he was an extremely guarded person and also, quite plainly someone who was 

looked up to by his fellow rickshaw men in Delhi. The connection I was able to form with 

Mohammad resulted in my being accepted by the rickshaw men and this filmmaker/subject 

relationship resulted in honesty and trust which was critical for the film I was making. 
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Mike Harper: Dallas, TX, USA 

During the preproduction stage, I had decided to film in New York City as it has an old 

and well known pedicab culture and as it would present a remarkable visual contrast from Delhi. 

I also had a reconnaissance shoot in New York in March 2012. As interesting as the visuals were 

in the city, I was unable to identify subjects with histories and stories that provide an interesting 

contrast and yet a subtle and deep parallel to Mohammad Chand from Delhi.  

The next move was to Austin, TX which as has been mentioned is another city renowned 

for its pedicab culture. However, what I encountered in Austin was a jaded approach to the film 

as they have been inundated in recent years by film students particularly from the University of 

Texas at Austin who have made numerous short films on pedicabs. I viewed some of these films 

during the research phase and there was also a high level of performativity in most of the pedicab 

drivers in Austin which would have come across as insincere. 

Pedicabs are a new phenomenon in the Dallas/Ft. Worth metroplex and they have been 

on the streets only for the past couple of years. Through the owners of one of the pedicab 

companies in Dallas, I was able to get in touch with Mike Harper and it was immediately clear 

that he would be the perfect fit for the film. For Mike, pedicab driving is a social experience and 

another form of physical exercise. Bringing this approach to pedicab driving results in pleasant 

and interesting experiences with his customers who have to be convinced to take a ride, as most 

of them have never encountered a pedicab before. Mike is a consummate salesman as he smooth-

talks people on the street to take a ride in his cab. He never mentions money unless asked and 

would still drive them to their destination if they have no cash at hand, all the while chatting and 

joking with them. This personable nature results in customers seeking him out, and word-of-

mouth publicity as in a short time, Mike has become the best known pedicab man in Dallas.   
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A personal motivation for choosing Dallas as the second city in Rickshaw Man is that I 

have lived in the Dallas/Fort Worth Metroplex ever since I moved to the United States. As  much 

as the film is the story of Mike and Mohammad, it is also a story of my personal journey from 

one country to the other, and just as Delhi is my home in India, Dallas has become my American 

home.  

 

Budget 

A detailed budget is included in Appendix A.  

 

Intended Audience 

The primary audience for this film is in the United States as pedicab culture is still a 

relatively new phenomenon in several of the larger cities. Pedicabs are an environmentally 

friendly, cost effective method of transportation in urban areas where it is increasingly 

inconvenient to commute by modern methods of transport. Pedicabs are the ‘last mile’9 

connectivity solutions that are gaining popularity and it is a culture that needs to be fostered and 

encouraged in all major cities to reduce traffic congestion, reduce the consumption of fossil 

fuels, and improve the environment of urban areas.  

I also intend to screen this film at some of the major film festivals in India such as the 

Delhi, Mumbai, Pune, and Goa International Film Festivals.  

 

                                                 
9 Last Mile transportation is for distances that are short enough to walk and cost prohibitive for traditional modes of 
transportation such as taxi cabs. 
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Distribution 

The largest outlet for getting the film screened and shared is through specific film 

festivals and I intend to send the film to several festivals in cities which have an established or 

potential for a pedicab culture. Some of the festivals I have identified are in Austin, Dallas, 

Boston, Denver, New York and San Diego. The relatability factor in these cities will be higher as 

audiences are aware of pedicabs in their cities and will be more receptive to the themes presented 

in the film. However, the goal of the film is not just to promote a pedicab culture but to showcase 

the social, cultural, and economic disparities between the east and the west. Therefore the film 

will also be presented at festivals where social justice is films are showcased.  

The environmental impact of pedicabs in larger cities cannot be ignored. They are a low 

cost, environment friendly mode of transport and more of them in urban areas will mean fewer 

cars and trucks resulting in better environment through the reduction of air and noise pollution. 

This is another strong area for marketing the film in large urban cities. Pedicabs are also making 

their presence felt in large University towns as this is an attractive alternative profession for 

college students who are also interested in maintaining their physical health. Therefore, I will 

strive to get this film screened on public access television in cities with a burgeoning pedicab 

culture such as Channel Austin, Dallas iMedia Network, and Denton Community Television. 

The opportunities for this film are vast and I intend to explore its potential as widely as possible. 

Another important market for the film will be the cities in India which have a large 

rickshaw population. The themes of social justice and dignity of labor will resonate in these 

cities as audiences need to be made aware of the issues that a large section of their society has to 

grapple with on a daily basis. There are several non-profit organizations that have been working 
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towards this end in cities like Delhi and this film can prove to be an effective tool in their 

outreach. 

Depending on the performance of the film in the festival circuit, I would strive to explore 

possibilities for further distribution through documentary film distributors such as Third World 

Newsreel, Bullfrog films, and Docurama who have an interest in promoting works that focus on 

social, economic, and cultural differences around the world. A detailed distribution plan for the 

United States and India is included in Appendix B. 
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CHAPTER 3  

PRODUCTION 

The first phase of production began with a 45 day schedule in Delhi, India in 

December/January 2011-2012. A long production schedule was necessary as I did not have the 

resources to have an initial reconnaissance shoot in India. The largest chunk of shooting was 

accomplished in this phase and the invaluable footage I was able to acquire formed the backbone 

of this film. 

 

Delhi 

The immediate goal upon landing in Delhi was to identify the perfect subject who this 

film could be shaped around. This required extensive legwork as, even though Delhi seems to be 

inundated by rickshaw men, I was aware that only the right character would be able to bring this 

film to life. In Mohammad Chand I was able to find a subject who is interesting, charismatic, and 

brings poignancy to the film that connects with audiences. It was also essential for the goals of 

the film to find a family man who labors for a higher purpose than basic survival.  

Once I made contact with Mohammad, it was critical to spend as much time as possible with him 

to build a relationship of trust. Rickshaw men in Delhi live extremely guarded lives as a result of 

years of mistreatment by the society they live in. One of the major concerns for Mohammad and 

the other rickshaw men in his circle was the purpose of the film and if what he says might get 

him in any sort of trouble with the local police or municipal bureaucrats.  The rickshaw men live 

under the constant fear or harassment which takes the form of physical abuse, monetary bribes, 

or impoundment of their vehicle. It took time and trust to penetrate these shields for me to be 
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accepted by Chand which in turn resulted in acceptance from his fellow rickshaw men and even 

his family back in his village. 

Since it was a challenge to gain the trust to enter the world of the rickshaw men, I had to 

make the decision of shooting this phase entirely on my own without a crew. This resulted in a 

candid, intimate, and almost guerilla style of filming which do justice to the crammed and 

congested locations, and the fast pace of life in Delhi.  

Shooting in a city like Delhi is always a challenge as there are myriad opportunities that 

present themselves once the camera is turned on. The best example of this was while shooting at 

the park when some youths having a quick game of cricket decided to drop in on my shoot to 

express their views on Mohammad and rickshaw drivers. This provided the film with a key 

theme that I had wanted to explore regarding how society views the rickshaw men of their city.  

Once a friendship was established with Mohammad, the next stage was to travel to his village 

which was 200 kilometers from Delhi, in the state of Uttar Pradesh. Here, I was able to document 

the higher purpose behind Mohammad’s struggles in the streets of Delhi. He is the sole 

breadwinner for a family of five and we are able to witness how the money he earns in Delhi is 

used for the daily expenses of his family as well as their efforts at farming their ancestral land. 

This established an extremely important facet of Mohammad’s personality as a devoted son and 

family man. The love and respect he receives from his family contrasts sharply with the disdain 

and abasement that accompanies his life in Delhi.  

 

Dallas 

After the initial struggles with filming in New York City and Austin, I finally succeeded 

in identifying and locking in Mike Harper as the second protagonist of the film in Dallas, Texas. 
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Mike, who is relatively new to pedicab driving, presented an immediate contrast to Chand in 

personality as well as motivations. However, the deeper I delved into his life and character; I was 

able to identify the threads of commonality which bring this film together. Some of these threads 

were Mohammad’s struggle to escape the ignominy accorded to rickshaw men by Indian society 

and Mike’s struggle with being accepted as a homosexual by American society, their strong ties 

with their families, and their passion to work the land and create food.  Phase 2 of shooting in 

Dallas began in October 2012 and I followed the same pattern I had in Delhi of building a 

relationship first and then peeling the layers. The first two months were spent in gathering 

observational footage and gaining a cursory insight into the life of Mike Harper. The primary 

shooting locations were uptown Dallas and the American Airline Center which is the route Mike 

follows on his pedicab. The cultural hub of the city, this location is where he finds most of his 

customers who are out for a night of entertainment. 

In December of 2012, I was able to travel back to Delhi for a period of three weeks and 

this was to be an excellent opportunity to capture footage that was missing from Phase 1. 

Unfortunately, the law and order situation in Delhi was in disarray owing to a brutal crime that 

was committed in the very days that I was there10. Large portions of the city were on lockdown 

and this had resulted in Chand having traveled back home to his village until the law and order 

situation in Delhi normalized. It would have certainly been beneficial to have the opportunity to 

film him, nonetheless, this shooting period resulted in getting essential location shots that 

enhance the visual aesthetics of the film.  

                                                 
10 The brutal gang rape of a young woman on the 16th of December 2012 resulted in wide-spread protests and police 
clampdown of many areas in central Delhi.  News coverage from the Times of India.com and Time.com, 
http://articles.timesofindia.indiatimes.com/2012-12-18/delhi/35890051_1_private-bus-haryana-victim-battles, 
http://world.time.com/2012/12/19/brutal-delhi-gangrape-outrages-indians-spurs-calls-for-action/ 

http://articles.timesofindia.indiatimes.com/2012-12-18/delhi/35890051_1_private-bus-haryana-victim-battles
http://world.time.com/2012/12/19/brutal-delhi-gangrape-outrages-indians-spurs-calls-for-action/
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Phase 3 of the shooting was in Dallas with Mike Harper over the months of February and 

March. The shooting locations during this phase were Mike’s home, his job at the Cooper 

Institute in Dallas, and observational footage at downtown Dallas and the American Airlines 

Center. These shoots presented a complete portrait of Mike’s life, his interest in gardening, his 

fulltime occupation, and the personal struggle of accepting his sexual identity and of ‘coming 

out’ to his family and friends. These deeper insights bring that hint of poignancy which resonates 

with Chand’s struggle to be accepted in his society, and is another thread that ties the film 

together.  

 

Crew 

Denny Thomas: Producer, Director, Director of Photography, Editor  

I was born and raised in New Delhi, India and lived in the city for over twenty five years. 

I have a Bachelor’s degree from the University of Delhi and a Master’s degree from Nagpur 

University; both in  English Literature. I started my career in the broadcast industry and worked 

at Radio Mirchi, a leading radio broadcaster in India, as a DJ and executive producer. At the 

same time, I produced and directed short films and documentaries whenever I got the 

opportunity.  

In 2009, I was accepted to the MFA program at the University of North Texas. Apart 

from the films I have created for the partial fulfillment of my degree, I have had the opportunity 

to work in several productions, some of which have been for broadcast television channels. 

 

Sara Masetti-Shooter (NYC, Dallas) 

Sara is an Italian documentary filmmaker based in Texas where she worked as a narrative 
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and documentary director and producer before pursuing her MFA degree in documentary film at 

the University of North Texas. Her films have screened at several venues including the United 

Nations Association Film Festival, Newfilmmakers New York, the San Angelo Museum of Fine 

Arts, and the Texas Theater. Her work delves into themes of Latino, Muslim, Italian and LGBT 

identity and the celebration of the human family. 

 

Equipment 

The filming of this documentary was done primarily on a Panasonic HVX200 High 

Definition camera. Budgetary constraints prevented me from travelling to India with a separate 

camera person so the Delhi portion was filmed primarily a one-man crew.  Sound was recorded 

straight to the camera using boom shotgun microphones and wireless lavalier microphones. The 

filming equipment was provided by the Radio, Television and Film Department at the University 

of North Texas. 

An interesting aspect of the filming of this documentary is the guerilla style of 

photography in Delhi. This was due to several reasons, paramount among them, the need to 

blend in and be an unobtrusive observer. Even in a fast-paced city like Delhi, locals were sure to 

be curious and stop to observe a film shoot. Another important reason for what at times seemed 

surreptitious filming was to avoid the bureaucratic rigmarole that one has to suffer through to 

obtain permissions to film at certain locations. This will not affect the eventual screening of the 

film in India as no laws were broken and the only reason for filming in this way was to avoid 

tedious bureaucracy and unwanted attention from passersby.  Even though sufficient time was 

given in the production phase for informing relevant authorities and obtaining necessary 

permissions, two weeks passed without any progress. I had to make the decision of proceeding 
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with the shoot as I was on a tight schedule. The Panasonic HVX 200 is a professional HD video 

camera and attracts a lot of attention in public places. Hence, there is some observational footage 

that was captured through mobile phone cameras. Advancements in mobile technology made it 

possible to record 1080p, High Definition footage through an iPhone 5 camera. Some of the key 

shots are footage at the Qutub Minar, (a national monument where special permission is required 

to shoot with a professional video camera), scenes of the city from the Delhi Metro Train, and 

some of the observational footage of the Jama Masjid mosque and the surrounding areas where 

the rickshaw men congregate and which is also a densely populated locality. 

The film was shot extensively in outdoor locations as the story and subject demanded it. 

Therefore, no use of artificial lighting was done for this film. Even in situations where I had to 

shoot indoors, I made effective use of daylight and this lends the film a uniform look. Use of 

artificial lighting, especially at the rickshaw men’s park at night would have been detrimental to 

the reality of the scene and the moment.  
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CHAPTER 4  

THE INTEGRATION OF THEORY AND PRODUCTION 

Rickshaw Man is the story of two young men in two continents who are separated by 

social, economic and cultural differences. Yet, the goal of the film is to find and highlight the 

subtle threads of similarity which are layered beneath the surface. As the film begins, the 

premise is that these two men have absolutely nothing in common with each other except the 

vehicle they drive. However, as the film proceeds, we learn other facets of their lives and 

personalities that are analogous. These similarities are brought forth by juxtaposing constantly 

between Dallas and Delhi. Both men are very close to their families, they have an appreciation 

for the land they own on which they grow their own food and also make financial gains (Mike 

saves money on produce and Mohammad’s family consume some and sell most of their harvest). 

Mohammad struggles for social acceptance as a rickshaw man and Mike has faced the challenges 

of coming out as a homosexual to his family and friends- some of whom chose to sever ties with 

him- and hopes that society at large will accept it too. As we watch the film, the obvious 

dissimilarities move into the background and the homogeneity between Mohammad Chand and 

Mike Harper are evident. 

 

Style 

The film makes heavy use of the Observational and Poetic modes of documentary 

filmmaking and this was the direction I intended to take in the pre-production stage. Yet, as the 

film proceeded, it became evident that these modes were insufficient to tell the story the way I 

had intended to, particularly the story of Mohammad Chand as he is being presented to a western 

audience, many of whom might have very little idea about life in India. As Nichols points out, 
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“To some extent, each mode of documentary representation arises in part through a growing 

sense of dissatisfaction among filmmakers with a previous mode” (Nichols 100). The 

insufficiency of previous modes and justification for employing newer modes resulting in a 

unique blend are as follows. 

 

Observational 

Rickshaw Man was primarily intended to be an observational film and this was the mode 

I began with. The constant movement of the rickshaw and pedicab, the physical aspect of this 

occupation, the interaction the rickshaw and pedicab men among themselves and with their 

customers is the backbone of this film. The intention was to present a ‘slice of life’ documentary 

of two men on two corners of the world, and leave the impressions and conclusions that might be 

drawn by this presentation on the audience. However, the failing of a purely observational mode 

is that it will lead to inevitable comparisons between the two men. The disparity of wealth, the 

gap in social justice, the motivations and choices of Mohammad and Mike; all become 

susceptible to comparison resulting in the film being an analysis of the contrast rather than an 

appreciation of the subtle similarities that the film was intended to be. As my thesis committee 

member, Professor Doug Henry (Anthropology) pointed out, the experience of watching the film 

might result in a feeling of ‘white guilt’ among western audiences who might conclude that the 

film is an attempt to suggest their culpability for the poverty that Mohammad Chand has to live 

through. One of the main shortcomings of the observational mode is the lack of historical context 

and I realized that this was needed to clarify the goals of the film. After discussions with my 

thesis chair Professor Melinda Levin, and committee member Professor Tania Khalaf, I had to 

make the decision of including a voice over narration to account for the missing context. 
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Expository/Participatory 

As a filmmaker, I have always tried to stay away from voice-over narrations as the 

expository mode either gave the feeling of a dated film, or came across as a news reel 

documentary. However, the holes in the observational mode could only be plugged by providing 

context and thus, a voice over narration became essential. 

With my first few attempts at narration, I realized that this was also an excellent 

opportunity to clarify my own personal motivations for making this film. The production stage 

had made it amply clear that I had been incorrect in my inference that I was documenting a world 

I was an intimate part of. Having lived most of my life in Delhi and having interacted with 

rickshaw men innumerable times, I had mistakenly formed an assumption that I was a member of 

their world and that I would be welcomed as such. However, during production it became 

evident that I inhabited a different plane from the rickshaw men of Delhi and it would be as 

much an anthropological journey of discovery, and understanding for me as it was going to be 

for the audience. The participatory mode became essential in this situation to clarify my personal 

position as a “researcher go(ing) into the field, participating in the lives of others, gaining a 

corporeal or visceral feel for what life in (the) given context is like, and then reflecting on this 

experience (Nichols 115). This realization on my part as a filmmaker needed to be shared with the 

audience to prevent them from falling in the rut of comparisons and feeling that I intend to evoke 

‘white guilt’. 

The narration also provides historical context as audiences might not be aware of the 

complexities of life and society in India. Mohammad Chand comes from an agrarian family and 

a few decades ago, owning fertile land was a symbol of wealth and prosperity. Rapid 

industrialization, globalization, and changes in weather patterns due to global warming have 
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resulted in crops failing, prices dropping, and once prosperous farmers being forced to migrate to 

urban areas to subsist as daily wage laborers. Since they are migrants with no ties to the city, 

they are considered untrustworthy by the local population. As a result the only honest 

employment they can find is as a construction laborer or rickshaw driver. Informing audiences 

about this fact is crucial to their understanding of Mohammad Chand. Mike Harper’s life 

experiences are, for the most part easy to understand for a western audience as it is shared by 

most. There has always been a healthy separation of work and leisure in western societies and 

this gives working adults ample time for hobbies and sport. Even after a day of work, Mike has 

enough time and energy to devote to pedicab driving which for him is a hobby, sport, and a 

social activity. The major struggle that he has faced and overcome in his life has been the self-

realization of his sexual identity and disclosure to his family and friends. Therefore, there was 

barely any need of exposition for Mike Harper. 

I decided to write the narration as a personal confession that I had been unconcerned and 

ignorant of the lives of the rickshaw men in my city until I started work on this film. This was 

important to accept as most of my audience in India has lived similar lives, in cities with 

thousands of rickshaw men, travelling to school, place of employment, bus or train stations, 

markets, and social events, at all times of the day and night,  witnessing the maltreatment doled 

out to them by passengers, local police, and society at large, and never questioning why. This 

had to be clarified in the opening sequence to explain that the film is as much a journey of 

discovery for me as the filmmaker as it would be for the viewers. It also provides context for 

certain scenes in the film, particularly the conversation between the young man in the park with 

Mohammad. This man, like countless others travels on rickshaws every day and yet, as he admits 
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on camera, it is a challenge for him to believe that a man like Mohammad would resort to 

rickshaw driving, and to grasp what the ‘value’ of a rickshaw man is.  

Through my research of the subject, I had also learned that many of these rickshaw men 

were rural migrants. It was essential to explain through narration why they leave behind their 

homes, land, and families to survive in the city. Many of the rickshaw men I met were land 

owning farmers who could not subsist on agriculture anymore. Rising costs of seeds, fertilizers, 

and irrigation equipment coupled with corrupt middle men whom they have to rely on to get their 

produce to the market, and changing weather patterns have resulted in a spate of farmer suicides 

and mass migrations of debt-ridden farmers to cities like Delhi. There are some who choose 

never to return and spend their lives on the streets while there are others like Mohammad who 

are seasonal migrants. They work hard as rickshaw men or daily wage laborers at construction 

sites in Delhi to earn and save enough to invest in their farms when the time comes for planting.  

Even though the primary goal was to find parallel threads between the two individuals, it 

came as a revelation to me how similar some aspects of Mohammad and Mike’s life were. This 

was also a personal confession I had to make through the narration, First world and Third world 

problems aside, what I observed and attempted to highlight was that essentially, most of us wish 

for financial security, close filial ties, and social acceptance, and through my narration, I aimed 

to clarify that Mike and Mohammad, though they are separated by thousands of miles, are not so 

far from each other at all.  

 

Poetic 

Every story is a travel story-a spatial practice. 
Michael de Certeau 

 
As much as it is the story of Mohammad and Mike, Rickshaw Man is also a travel story-a 
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journey film. It is my journey from the city of my birth to a city where I studied the art of making 

films. It is the story of Delhi and Dallas. 

There is an inherent poetry in the architecture of Delhi which, when compared with the 

modern architecture of downtown Dallas gives a surreal feeling of having travelled through time. 

The winter atmosphere of Delhi has a film of smog and dust that lends an ‘old-world’ feel to the 

city which is contrasted by the crisp, clean appearance of Dallas which represents the new. The 

architecture of Delhi is all bricks and cement with a tangled web of power lines and telephone 

cables running between them and this presents a contrast to the glass façade and neon lights of 

most downtown Dallas buildings. The poesy of the film is especially evident in this contrasting 

play between the old and new and this aesthetic has been employed extensively in Rickshaw 

Man.  

A significant portion of the film is a ride on a rickshaw or pedicab through the cityscape, 

conceptualizing it as the screen scape. As Walter Benjamin writes, “the film corresponds to 

profound changes in the perceptive apparatus –changes that are experienced on an individual 

scale by the man in the street in big-city traffic” (Clarke 2). The visuals are Mike or 

Mohammad’s point of view. There is limited romanticism as the view from a rickshaw is mostly 

of the ground or the traffic up ahead. Yet, there are moments when the sky is in view reminding 

us of the majesty of the city we are in and how we are but a tiny part of the whole.  

The city has certainly been understated in film theory. So central is the city to film that, 
paradoxically, the widespread implicit acceptance of its importance has mitigated against 
an explicit consideration of its actual significance. (Clarke 1) 
 
The importance of the city for Mohammad and Mike cannot be stressed enough. The city 

sustains them, supports them, enables them, humbles them, and has shaped them into the 

individuals they are. The city is an adventure and a labyrinth, familiar and foreign. For 
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Mohammad, Delhi is a constant struggle-a daily reminder of how alone he is in a city of 

millions. As he confesses, on his very first rickshaw drive, he got lost and it took him three days 

to find his way back. After spending eight years in Delhi, he still appears lost. In the streets he 

calls home, he is inconspicuous during the day among the multitudes. At night when the streets 

are empty, he is a lone soul. 

For Mike, Dallas is warm, accepting, and the epitome of southern hospitality. The streets 

of Dallas are an effective release for his pent-up energy. His day job at the Cooper Institute 

requires him to be formal, academic, and conventional. The pedicab affords him the opportunity 

to step out of this box and be unconventional. He revels in the anonymity that being a pedicab 

driver provides; he can be anybody he wants and each evening is a new social adventure. Every 

night on the pedicab is a night of new experiences and celebration as his chosen route is the 

entertainment district of Dallas. The revelry and mirth of the city enables his personality and 

adds to his charisma as he zips through it. 

  Visual poetry is also used for juxtaposition in an attempt to bring the two cities closer to 

each other. Mughal architecture of old Delhi contrasts sharply with the modern skyscrapers of 

Dallas. Yet, there is room in both cities for pigeons. Delhi is a study in religious plurality. On a 

single stretch of road through which Mohammad drives each day, there is a Sikh Gurudwara, a 

Muslim mosque, and a Christian church decked out in Christmas lights. What is most striking is 

that in the midst of this eastern spirituality is a McDonalds restaurant. Downtown Dallas has its 

own monuments to capitalism dominated by the 72 storied Bank of America Building, the 

Renaissance Tower, and the Comerica Bank Tower.  In the shadow of these skyscrapers is again, 

a McDonalds restaurant. When Mike and Mohammad leave the city for home, the refuge for 

both men is the tiny patch of land where they try to grow their own food. After the commotion of 
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the city, the calm and peace of working on their land is another thread of similarity between the 

two men. 

The visuals of Mohammad’s village provide a brief respite from the harshness of the city. 

Just like Mohammad, we too are able to escape the constant drone of motor vehicles that 

permeate every scene shot in Delhi. The tranquility of farm life is reflected in Mohammad’s 

countenance and the peace it brings to him is clearly visible. Visits to his village aren’t for rest 

and relaxation though; there is equally hard work in the fields, tilling, sowing and harvesting. 

However, this is the only time we can see him with his guard down and with a smile on his face.  

The rustic charm of the village and the peace it brings is reflected in Mike’s visage as he works 

in his backyard garden. Working with the earth and creating their own food brings out the 

spiritual side of both men. 

Family is very important for both Mike and Mohammad. For Mike, they are his support 

system. As challenging as it was to accept his own sexuality and reveal it to everyone, he was 

fortunate enough to have the support of his whole family and this is evident in his happy 

disposition. What drives Mohammad is the dream of lifting his family out of poverty and the 

only solace from his harsh life in Delhi is when he goes back home. It was a deliberate decision 

to barely include any interviews with family members as the intention is to focus on the effect 

that being in the presence of family has on Mike and Mohammad’s personalities.  The only 

interview apart from the main characters is with Mohammad’s father. The mental anguish of a 

father who has to bear the fact that his only son has to sleep on the streets of Delhi coupled with 

the despair that he couldn’t do more for him is a touching moment and this emotion is mirrored 

in Mike’s sadness for his father who passed away. 
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Ethical Concerns  

There is a crucial scene in the film when, while I was shooting with Mohammad Chand 

in the park he slept in, a young man from the neighborhood who was playing cricket decided to 

drop in and share his views on the subject of my film. This unsolicited participant then 

proceeded to berate Mohammad for driving a rickshaw, which he called a menial and valueless 

occupation. The pent-up and anger and shame on Mohammad’s face is clearly evident as he 

silently and stoically endures the insults hurled upon him. This scene was the biggest ethical 

challenge for me in this film. I have long been aware of the lack of social respect and degrading 

treatment meted out to the rickshaw men in Delhi and to highlight this injustice is one of the key 

goals of Rickshaw Man. However, in this scenario, Mohammad had to endure the indignity 

meted out by the other man primarily because of the presence of a camera. Without the camera, 

this man would have continued with his game of cricket oblivious of Mohammad. The struggle I 

faced was “to define the proper relationship between the public’s right to know about a subject 

and an individual’s right to be free of the shame, indignity, and humiliation that might be 

inflicted as a result of the filmmaking process” (Rosenthal 245). I had no intention of victimizing 

my subject in the tradition of Griersonian documentaries. Consent was gained after a careful and 

through explanation behind my motives as the filmmaker. However, this struggle was resolved 

when I understood Mohammad’s motivation behind being the subject. After this incident 

Mohammad began to identify me as a witness to the abuse that he faced on a daily basis and he 

realized that speaking about it on camera was his way of being heard. It resulted in me being 

accepted as a comrade and ally, and made me realize that what he desperately needed was for 

attention to be brought to this maltreatment and for someone on the outside to testify to the abuse 

doled out by society towards the rickshaw men.  
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As mentioned before, Rickshaw Man is not a film intended to pit the east against the 

west. Mohammad is a victim only as far as the socio-economic complexities of India are 

concerned. This is why it was extremely important to show what his life is like away from the 

rickshaw. Back at his village, Mohammad is a landowner and farmer, and even though there are 

economic struggles here as well, there is social acceptance and respect. This affords him a 

measure of detachment from the harsh life in Delhi as he is aware that his social and cultural 

group is his village where economic factors don’t determine his self-worth. Even among his 

social group in Delhi, Mohammad is looked upon by his fellow rickshaw men as a leader. This 

was evident in the scene when he castigates the drunken rickshaw man who was preventing the 

others from sleeping. Mohammad might be a victim of his circumstances but he is not a passive 

and pitiful character in the least. He is an ambitious and tenacious young man and my goal has 

been to present him as such.  

Throughout most of the film, Mike appears to be an extraordinarily well-adjusted and 

privileged young man. Towards the end of the film, we learn that the biggest struggle Mike 

Harper has faced in his life has been the acceptance of his homosexuality, being comfortable 

with it, and the process of ‘coming out’ to his family. The decision to disclose this deepest part 

of his innermost self on camera was made by Mike on his own. Personal problems and afflictions 

will definitely be of a different nature between Mohammad and Mike and no judgment can be 

passed on whose struggle is harder. Rickshaw Man shows the tenacity and resilience of these two 

young men who are determined to overcome the odds. 
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Review of Additional Research 

Documentaries  

• Rickshaws (2006) A film by Journeyman Pictures which explores the life of human 

powered rickshaw men in the city of Calcutta and their conflicts with motorized modes of 

transportation. I watched this film during the pre-production stage to better understand the on-

ground situation of rickshaw men. Even though he film primarily deals with hand-pulled 

rickshaw drivers, their economic and social condition is the same as the cycle rickshaw men. 

• Who wants a ride? Austin Pedicab Experience! (2009) A 30 minute documentary made 

by Ron Swafford on the lifestyle of the Austin Pedicab community, this film gave me an initial 

glimpse into the world of pedicab men. The film is a compilation of the stories and anecdotes of 

various pedicab drivers. 

• Dilli (2011) A short film by Black Ticket Films on the rapid modernization of Delhi 

and the hundreds of thousands who are being forced out because they do not fit in the grand 

scheme of turning Delhi into an Alpha world city. It also sheds light on the self-employed poor 

whose homes and means of livelihood are being taken away by the government in an effort to 

drive them out of the city. The cinematography of Dilli was especially interesting to me during 

the editing phase as it beautifully blends interviews with visuals of Delhi. 

• One Track Heart: The story of Krishna Das (2012) Directed by Jeremy Frindel, ‘One 

Track Heart’ is the story of Jeffrey Kagel who travelled to India in the 1970’s to be reborn as 

Krishna Das, a world-renowned kirtan singer.  

• Marathon Boy (2010)  Directed by Gemma Atwell, Marathon Boy is the story of 4 

year old marathon racer, Budhia, and his coach Birnchi Das, and their extraordinary rise and 
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tragic fall. Marathon Boy was helpful for me to better understand how to shoot in the chaotic 

environment of Delhi. 

• Smile Pinki (2008) The Oscar winning short documentary directed by Megan Mylan 

is the story of five year old Pinki, born with a cleft lip and the social workers and doctor who 

work tirelessly to restore their smiles. This was another well acclaimed documentary made by a 

western filmmaker and it was helpful to me in understanding the difference between being an 

outside observer and a reflexive participant.  

• Children of the Pyre (2008) Directed by Delhi based filmmaker, Rajesh S. Jala, this 

documentary is the story of seven children living in inhuman conditions on the banks of the 

holiest river in India, the Ganga. The juxtaposition between the harsh and disturbing action and 

the calm reaction in the interviews was especially of interest to me during the editing phase. This 

was also a glimpse into an underworld of India that I was ignorant of. The strong relationship 

forged by the filmmaker with his young subjects and the ethical problems this relationship poses 

was of particular interest to me. The subjects in Children of the Pyre are young homeless 

migrants in a big city, where the only employment option available to them is the horrific job of 

cremating dead bodies. The filmmaker’s ability to lead us through this incredibly gruesome outer 

world to the inner world of the subjects was of special interest to me.  

• In the name of God (1992) Considered the best documentary filmmaker in India, 

Anand Patwardhan exposes the corrupt nexus between politician and religious leaders who 

wouldn’t hesitate to wreak genocide in the name of god and the quest for power. 

• License Permit Raj-A View From Below A film by Madhu Kishwar exposing the 

harassment and exploitation of rickshaw drivers, street vendors, and other self-employed poor on 
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the hands of the local police and Municipal Corporation. This documentary exposes the city 

government’s pogrom against minority migrants in Delhi. 

• A Tale of Two Cities (2012) A short documentary by Navi Rawanchaikul who 

emigrated from India to Thailand as a child and his journey to discover his roots. 

• Satyamev Jayate-Truth alone Prevails (2012) A television show highlighting social 

issues in India.  

 

Literature 

There have been a plethora of studies conducted on the social economical and 

physiological conditions of Rickshaw pullers in South Asian countries. The following are the 

major journals and articles written on the subject. 

 

On-line Journal Articles 

• Unsustainable Livelihoods, Health Shocks and Urban Chronic Poverty: Rickshaw 

Pullers as a Case Study: A research paper supported by the WHO, examining the health risks 

and occupational hazards faced by rickshaw pullers. Begum, Sharifa, and Binayak Sen. CPRC 

Bangladesh Working Paper 6. (2004): n. pag. Web. 6 Mar 2010. 

http://www.chronicpoverty.org/uploads/publication_files/WP46_Begum_Sen.pdf  

• Evaluation of occupational health problems of cycle rickshaw pullers and redesign of 

cycle rickshaw on ergonomic principles: This research supported by the Indian Council for 

Medical Research aims to develop a new design for rickshaws which will be easier for the driver 

to pull and comfortable for the passengers. Chowdhury, A Roy. (2004). Annual Report 2003-

http://www.chronicpoverty.org/uploads/publication_files/WP46_Begum_Sen.pdf
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2004 National Institute of Occupational Health, Ahmedabad, Retrieved from 

http://www.icmr.nic.in/annual/nioh/2003-04/annual_report_2003.htm  

• Health Status of Rickshaw Pullers of Berhampur Town, South Orissa: This article, 

published in the Journal of Community Medicine focused on the physiological problems, 

specifically, musculoskeletal disorders, acid peptic diseases and impaired hearing, which afflict 

the rickshaw pullers in a small town in the eastern state of Orissa, India.  Satapathy, D.M, T.R. 

Behera, R.M. Tripathy, S.K. Palo, and S.R. Haldar. "Journal of Community Medicine (2009): n. 

pag. Web. 6 Mar 2010. http://www.jcmorissa.org/index_files/Page1791.htm  

• Prevalence of cigarette and bidi smoking among rickshaw pullers in Dhaka city: A 

statistical study conducted in Dhaka, Bangladesh to determine the tobacco   consumption among 

rickshaw pullers. Rahman , Mahbubur , Nurullah Awal, Tsuguya Fukui , and Junichi Sakamoto. 

Preventive Medicine 44.3 (2007): 218-222. Web. 6 Mar 2010.  

• Dietary pattern and nutritional status of Bangladeshi manual workers (rickshaw 

pullers): This article investigates the nutritional status of extreme manual laborers, specifically 

rickshaw pullers. Ahmed, Faruk , and Aminul Islam. International Journal of Food Sciences and 

Nutrition, 48.5 (1997): 285-291. Web. 6 Mar 2010  

• DNA damage in lymphocytes of Indian rickshaw pullers as measured by the alkaline 

comet assay: A medical study focusing on the DNA damage faced by rickshaw pullers which can 

be caused by their strenuous physical activity and long term exposure to urban pollution. Pandey 

, Alok Kumar , Bajpayee Mahima , Parmar Devendra , Rastogi S.K, and Mathur Neeraj . 

Environmental and Molecular Mutagenesis 47.1 (2008): 25-30. Web. 8 Mar 2010.  

• Rural-Urban Migration and Urban Poverty: Socio-Economic Profiles of Rickshaw 

Pullers and Owner-Contractors in North-East Delhi: Most rickshaw pullers are migrants from 

http://www.icmr.nic.in/annual/nioh/2003-04/annual_report_2003.htm
http://www.jcmorissa.org/index_files/Page1791.htm
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rural villages who come to the big city in search of employment and livelihood. This study 

focuses on the socio-economic conditions of these rickshaw pullers, the dynamics between 

rickshaw pullers and the owner-contractors and their place in the public transport scheme of New 

Delhi, India. Kurosaki, Takashi , Yasuyuki Sawada, Banerji Asit , and Mishra S.N. CIRJE, 

Faculty of Economics, University of Tokyo (2007): n. pag. Web. 8 Mar http://www.cirje.e.u-

tokyo.ac.jp/research/dp/2007/2007cf485.pdf 

 

Web Magazine Articles and Newspaper Articles 

• Pulling Rickshaws Out of Poverty: A Proposal: This article makes the suggestion that 

the rickshaws and rickshaw garages can be acquired by the government, legitimizing them as 

modes of public transport and ensuring that every rickshaw puller is provided with a license, 

thereby uplifting them socially and economically. Sowula , Timothy , and Wipperman, Thomas. 

Progressive Bangladesh 09 August 2007: n. pag. Web. 8 Mar 2010. 

http://www.progressivebangladesh.org/index.php?option=com_content&task=view&id=74&Ite

mid=26  

• He Wants SAMMAN For All Rickshaw Pullers: A profile piece of a young 

entrepreneur who graduated from one of the prestigious business schools of India, and instead of 

jumping into a lucrative corporate career, decided to set up his own rickshaw transport industry. 

Kumar, Ankit. Youth Ki Awaaz 26 Feb 2010: n. pag. Web. 8 Mar 2010. 

http://www.youthkiawaaz.com/2010/02/he-wants-samman-for-all-rickshaw-pullers  

• Delhi's Graveyard of Rickshaws: The article focuses on the recent decision of the 

State government of New Delhi, banning rickshaws as a mode of transport. Gurung, Madhu . 

Info Change Sep 2006: n. pag. Web. 8 Mar 2010. 

http://www.cirje.e.u-tokyo.ac.jp/research/dp/2007/2007cf485.pdf
http://www.cirje.e.u-tokyo.ac.jp/research/dp/2007/2007cf485.pdf
http://www.progressivebangladesh.org/index.php?option=com_content&task=view&id=74&Itemid=26
http://www.progressivebangladesh.org/index.php?option=com_content&task=view&id=74&Itemid=26
http://www.youthkiawaaz.com/2010/02/he-wants-samman-for-all-rickshaw-pullers
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http://infochangeindia.org/20060906348/Livelihoods/Features/Delhi-s-graveyard-of-

rickshaws.html  

• City rickshaw pullers left in the lurch: There are about twenty thousand rickshaw 

pullers living in abject poverty and serious health problems in the old city of Hyderabad. The 

article sheds light on the apathetic attitude of the state government towards this marginalized 

community. Shaikh, Ahmed Ali. Times of India 15 April 2002: n. pag. Web. 8 Mar 2010. 

http://timesofindia.indiatimes.com/city/hyderabad/City-rickshaw-pullers-left-in-the-

lurch/articleshow/6908782.cms  

• Vindicating the Rights of Rickshaw Pullers: High Court: The article highlights the 

directive of the Delhi High Court to the Municipal Corporation of Delhi to provide parking 

facilities to rickshaw pullers. Jain, Tarun. Law-in-Perspective.18 Feb 2010: n. pag. Web. 8 Mar 

2010. http://legalperspectives.blogspot.com/2010/02/vindicating-rights-of-rickshaw-pullers.html  

• Uplifting Rickshaw Pullers: The article focuses on the various steps taken by the 

government to uplift the social and economic conditions of rickshaw pullers. Jain, Tania. 

Viewspaper31 July 2008: n. pag. Web. 8 Mar 2010. http://theviewspaper.net/uplifting-rickshaw-

pullers  

• The Interdependence of Rickshaw Pullers and Owners: A scathing article on the 

corruption of the Municipal Corporation of Delhi and the local police who exploit the poor 

migrant rickshaw men of Delhi. Kishwar, Madhu. "When Victims are Defamed: The 

Interdependence of Rickshaw Pullers and Owners." Manushi. Manushi Trust. Web. 11 Jun 2013. 

http://www.manushi.in/articles.php?articleId=181&ptype=campaigns&pgno=1  

  

http://infochangeindia.org/20060906348/Livelihoods/Features/Delhi-s-graveyard-of-rickshaws.html
http://infochangeindia.org/20060906348/Livelihoods/Features/Delhi-s-graveyard-of-rickshaws.html
http://timesofindia.indiatimes.com/city/hyderabad/City-rickshaw-pullers-left-in-the-lurch/articleshow/6908782.cms
http://timesofindia.indiatimes.com/city/hyderabad/City-rickshaw-pullers-left-in-the-lurch/articleshow/6908782.cms
http://legalperspectives.blogspot.com/2010/02/vindicating-rights-of-rickshaw-pullers.html
http://theviewspaper.net/uplifting-rickshaw-pullers
http://theviewspaper.net/uplifting-rickshaw-pullers
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CHAPTER 5  

POST PRODUCTION 

Even though the process of reviewing and logging the footage started at the beginning of 

2012, post production on Rickshaw Man began in earnest during fall 2012, and lasted until 

summer 2013. Postproduction work continued simultaneously with the third phase of shooting in 

Delhi and Dallas which took place during December 2012. 

The following is the post production schedule: 

• September 2012: Initial assembly of footage shot in Delhi to formulate a production 

plan for the second phase of shooting in Dallas. 

• November 2012: Incorporating footage from Dallas into the initial assembly to 

determine and formulate a production plan for the third phase of shooting in Delhi. 

• March 2013: First Rough Cut and subtitling footage from Delhi 

• April 2013: Second Rough Cut 

• June 2013: Fine cut and Titling  

• July 2013: Scoring, Audio Mixing and Color Correction 

• August 2013: Final Cut 

  

Post Production Equipment 

Rickshaw Man was edited on an Apple iMac using the Final Cut Pro 7.0.3 software. Two 

separate 1Terabyte hard drives were used to store the footage along with the Edit Share™ drive 

at the Radio Television and Film Department at the University of North Texas. The narration 

was recorded on Adobe Audition which was used again for the audio edit. 
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The Editing Process 

Editing for Rickshaw Man began in February 2012 with the first cut ready by the 

following March. The initial plan was to edit an observational/poetic piece intercutting between 

Delhi and Dallas. This edit left a lot to be desired in terms of emotional connect and historical 

context. The consensual feedback from my thesis committee was that my voice as the filmmaker 

was needed to provide a structural framework and most importantly, to clarify that the film 

wasn’t an ‘east versus west’ piece. Even though I did not intend to make an activist film, my 

personal motivations also seep in through the narration and lend to the style of the film. As 

Nichols points out, “Style takes on an ethical dimension. The voice of documentary conveys a 

sense of what the filmmaker’s social point of view is and how this point of view becomes 

manifest in the act of making the film.” (Nichols 45) A measure of honesty was required on my 

part as well and I ensured that I admit in the opening narration that as a middle class citizen of 

Delhi, I had never given a second thought to the rickshaw men I had interacted with for years. 

Delving deeper into the plight of rickshaw men and having met resilient, tenacious, and 

interesting young rickshaw drivers like Mohammad has emboldened my purpose of sharing his 

story with as wide an audience as I can. 

It was evident that being a passive documentarian was not going to achieve my goals 

with this film. I have lived in two countries which are in many ways, worlds apart, socially and 

culturally, and yet, for me, they have never seemed too distant and alien. I find myself 

disagreeing with Rudyard Kipling when he says, “OH, East is East and West is West and never 

the twain shall meet”11 My purpose was to show through this film that even though there are 

social, cultural, and economic differences between Delhi and Dallas, at the core, Mohammad and 

                                                 
11 Rudyard Kipling, “Ballad of East and West” 
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Mike are very much the same. Therefore, the editing styles were heavily influenced by this 

purpose. The early cut of the film opened with Dallas. However, after discussion with thesis 

committee member, Professor Tania Khalaf, I decided to open the film with Delhi as it better 

captures the attention of an American audience. Instead of dividing the film in two equal halves 

between the two characters, I decided to juxtapose them as much as possible so we are constantly 

floating between Delhi and Dallas. Particular thought was given to the points of juxtaposition to 

merge them seamlessly. Where one scene ends with Mike’s feet pedaling, the next sequence 

begins with Mohammad’s feet pedaling. A scene closes with a shot of pigeons in Jama Masjid 

and the next opens with pigeons in downtown Dallas. We leave Mike working in his backyard 

garden to join Mohammad as he toils in his fields. More than being visually compatible, these 

shots are meant to shine a spotlight on the similarities between Mike and Mohammad; between 

Delhi and Dallas. 

My original intention was to have two separate musicians score the film- an Indian 

composer for the Delhi portion and an American composer for Dallas. However, it was quite 

fortunate that I was able to connect with Robert Trusko who is a Masters in Composition student 

at the University of North Texas and he provided the original score for Rickshaw Man.  Robert 

was the perfect fit for this film as his interest lies in Indian classical music. He has trained under 

renowned Indian classical composer and muti-instrumentalist guru, Poovalur Sriji and has a 

strong foundation in both eastern and western styles of music. I envisioned a musical score 

which would essentially be the same harmony with eastern musical instruments like the 

mridangam, sitar, and tabla and western instruments like the guitar and drums carrying forward 

the same tune as we juxtapose between Delhi and Dallas. Two separate composers might have 
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led to dissonance while I wanted the theme of the music to be a fusion of the east and the west as 

that will be a crucial tool in tying the film together. 

  Music is a strong aid in the poetic style of the film underscoring the frantic pace of life in Delhi, 

the celebratory feel of pedicab driving in Dallas, the soulful and spiritual atmosphere of farming 

in Mohammad’s village and gardening in the small plot of land in Mike’s backyard, and the 

loneliness of living on the streets and both men’s struggle to be accepted by society. Robert 

provided me with the first samples by late July and it was exactly what I had envisioned. The 

somber tones of the sitar underlay the opening narration, which transports us to India. The beat 

of the tabla underscores the frenetic pace of life on the streets of Delhi. The same theme is 

carried forward as we move to Dallas with the Indian instruments making way for western ones. 

The sitar gets replaced by the guitar and the tabla by the drums. The moments of introspection in 

the film - Mike in his garden and Mohammad in his village have a breezier, earthy feel to it and 

this is accentuated by the use of wind instruments in the musical score. The piano brings an 

atmosphere of melancholia to freezing nights on the streets of Delhi and emphasis Mike and 

Mohammad’s desire to be accepted.    

 

Evaluation of Completed Work 

Preproduction 

I always wanted to make my thesis film about a subject in my home country of India. The 

idea of making a film on the rickshaw men of Delhi was sparked off by a conversation I had with 

a colleague, Danielle Walker, who at the time was considering making a film on the pedicab 

drivers of Austin, TX. The initial idea was to make the film only about the rickshaw men. 

However, since my primary audience was in the United States, I was worried about the 
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relatability of the film. Therefore, I decided to make it a parallel story by including a pedicab 

man in the United States. 

 The initial idea was to present a dichotomous picture of two individuals separated by 

social, cultural, and economical factors. However, showing the contrast between the east and the 

west would be the easy and obvious path to take. Therefore, my vision was to identify and 

showcase the subtle similarities between the two men making them relatable to audiences both in 

the east and the west. Remarkably, I did not have to search too hard for these parallels.  

The challenge was in creating an efficient preproduction strategy without the principal 

characters. Budgetary constraints prevented me from making an initial reconnaissance trip to 

India to identify locations and the primary subject. Having lived most of my life in New Delhi, 

there were certain assumptions that I was operating under and thankfully, most of them were 

correct. I knew that the majority of rickshaw men were migrant farmers and artisans from rural 

villages. I was also certain that the social status of rickshaw men in Delhi society was extremely 

low and that they were routinely harassed and exploited by regular citizens, local bureaucrats and 

the police. This knowledge helped me to shape the story that I wanted to tell despite the absence 

of the principal character. 

 

Production 

 The biggest challenge I faced while making this film was during the production stage in 

India. During preproduction, I had allotted time for location reconnaissance and subject 

identification so to recognize the ideal subject, build a relationship, and complete filming in three 

weeks. Delhi has close to five hundred thousand rickshaw men and to find an engaging and 

interesting subject among them was a particularly exacting task. Another hurdle was dealing with 
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the local police and bureaucrats. My first action upon landing in Delhi was to approach the local 

authorities and obtain the requisite permissions.  I believed this necessary as I was going to shoot 

in extremely crowded and unfamiliar locations on my own and my greatest fear was the theft of 

equipment. However, the bureaucrats made me run from one office to the other wasting two 

precious weeks, even at the end of which there were no official permissions provided.  

Therefore, even though I was able to complete the bulk of my filming during this trip I still had 

to wait a year and raise funds for another trip to India for pickup shots.  

The preproduction plan for filming in the U.S was to shoot in New York City. Pedicabs 

have been plying the roads of NYC for years now and there are several successful pedicab 

companies there. I undertook a reconnaissance trip to NYC in April 2012 to identify a subject 

and through the owner/operators of Manhattan Rickshaw Company, I got in touch with Ben 

Miller. Unfortunately, his initial enthusiasm waned after two days of filming and he asked for 

monetary payment to be a part of the project. Surprisingly, this was the attitude of a few other 

pedicab men I got in touch with. Thus, I decided against shooting in NYC. 

In the fall of 2012, I got in touch with Robert Tobolowsky, the owner/operator of Dallas 

Pedicabs and he connected me with his best driver-Mike Harper. It was immediately clear that 

Mike who drives a pedicab for fun and fitness (as he repeatedly mentions in the film) would 

provide the most effective contrast to Mohammad in Delhi. However, the more I filmed Mike, 

the similarities between the two men emerged which heavily influenced the post production of 

Rickshaw Man. 
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Postproduction 

Postproduction on Rickshaw Man began in September 2012. Initially I was only working 

with the footage from Delhi so my efforts were to examine them closely to develop a strategy for 

the next stage of shooting in Dallas. My efforts were to ensure that Mohammad does not appear 

as a victim to the audience and therefore particular attention was given to editing the footage 

from Delhi. The first cut of the film was completed in March 2013 and this was also the time 

when the decision was taken to open the film with Delhi instead of Dallas and to incorporate my 

narration. 

What I found remarkable during the postproduction was how seamlessly the footage 

merged between Delhi and Dallas. The points of juxtaposition were my favorite parts of editing 

Rickshaw Man. The character and personalities of both Mike and Mohammad were so 

complimentary that the editing was never jarring. Transitioning constantly between Delhi and 

Dallas was the biggest challenge for this film and I hope I have succeeded in making it smooth 

and fluid. 

There were several ethical concerns I had during the editing of Rickshaw Man. While 

editing a film that deals with exploited and marginalized individuals, it becomes very easy and 

tempting to present them as victims. There were several interviews with Mohammad and his 

fellow rickshaw men who recount tragic tales of rickshaw men dying in their sleep during the 

harsh winters, horrific accidents at work, deplorable stories of life on the streets etc. Including 

these stories might draw shock and sympathy from the audience, but it would also lead them to 

view the film as an exploitation piece revealing the squalid underbelly of Delhi. It would have 

been ethically inappropriate to include these scenes in the film.  
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There was an interview with Mike Harper when he talks about his deceased father and 

tears up while remembering him. This was another crucial scene I struggled with and ultimately 

decided against keeping in the film. The moment was personal and uncomfortable for him and I 

did not feel that it would be ethically right to use it in the film. 

Even though Rickshaw Man is not an activist film, I hope that it can be of service for 

social change. I have identified several NGO’s such as the Manushi Trust, and the Center for 

Civil Society, that work tirelessly to uplift the conditions of rickshaw drivers and the working 

homeless in Delhi. They are also engaged in an ongoing battle against the Municipal Corporation 

of Delhi to lift the bureaucratic controls that are designed to eradicate the unorganized sectors of 

the economy such as the rickshaw men. One of the most important themes of Rickshaw Man is 

the dignity of labor and I believe that working with these organizations and screening this film 

through them would help in reaching a significant population which might result in shaping 

public opinion and improving how hard working men like Mohammad are viewed by Delhi 

society. 

Rickshaw Man has been my most ambitious film to date and it has been an invaluable 

learning experience. Working as an independent documentarian in two separate countries has 

taught me a great deal about my own strengths and weaknesses and most significantly, to 

connect with people with life experiences radically different from mine and each other’s. One of 

my ambitions is to someday be able to travel and document rickshaw men in several other cities, 

particularly in Asia, such as Thailand, Bangladesh, and China. I hope that Rickshaw Man is the 

first step in achieving this dream. 
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APPENDIX A  

BUDGET
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Length : 30 minutes 

Format: HD Video

A.PRE PRODUCTION   (UNIT    X RATE PER  X DAYS/WKS "=" TOTAL COST "=" (CASH " plus " IN-KIND) VENDOR

Reconnaisance(Research) 1 500 2w 1000 1000 Denny Thomas

Vehicle Rental 1 400/month 2w 200 200

Total Production 1200 1200

B. PRODUCTION   (UNIT    X RATE PER  X DAYS/WKS "=" TOTAL COST "=" (CASH " plus " IN-KIND) VENDOR

Director/DP 1 1000 4w 4000 4000 Denny Thomas

Camera Operator 1 1000 2w 2000 2000 Sara Masetti
Camera Package 
(Panasonic HVX camera 
pack/tripod, 6 P2 cards, 
sony lavalier microphones, 
boom shotgun mic 1 6500 4w 26000 26000 UNT

Catering/Craft Services 400 allow 400 400

Airfare 4 1100 allow 4400 4400 AA, Aeroflot

Hotel 1 450/month 4 weeks 450 450 Salil Shankar

Vehicle rental 1 400/month 4 weeks 400 400

Total Production 37650 4800 32850

C. POST-PRODUCTION   (UNIT    X RATE PER  X DAYS/WKS "=" (CASH "+" " IN-KIND) VENDOR

Editor 1 500 4w 2000 2000 Denny Thomas

Edit Facilities 1 500 4w 2000 2000

Hard Drives 1 150 4 600 600 newegg

Edit/Audio supplies

Transcriptions

ADR/Foley

Music/score 1 1000 allow 1000 1000 Robert Trusko

Titles/Subtitling

Total Post-production costs 5600 5600

D. Distribution   (UNIT    X RATE PER  X DAYS/WKS "=" (CASH "+" " IN-KIND) VENDOR

Postcards/promotions 1000 0.5 allow 500 500 Printrunner

Posters 200 4 allow 800 800 Val Chandna

Festival entry fees 1 1000 allow 1000 1000 Various

Airfare allow 1000 allow 1000 1000 Various

Accomodations allow 800 allow 800 800 Various

Website

Total Distribution 4100 4100

Cash Total All Sections 8900

"+" In-Kind All Sections 39650

"=" Total Project Cost 48550

"=" TOTAL COST

"=" TOTAL COST

Production: 4 weeks

Postproduction: 4 weeks

BUDGET SUMMARY: Rickshaw Man
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APPENDIX B  

DISTRIBUTION PLAN FOR UNITED STATES AND INDIA
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Distribution Plan: USA 

The following is a list of potential distributors for Rickshaw Man in the United States. 

Film Distributors: 

• Third World Newsreel (Diversity, Cultural Films) 

• Bullfrog Films (Social, Environmental Films) 

• Documentary Educational Resources (International, Ethnographic Films) 

• Docurama (Political, Environmental, Ethnic Films) 

• CollectiveEye (Cultural, Social, Environmental Films) 

• New Day Films (Educational Films) 

Film Festivals: 

• Austin Film Festival 

• Asian Film Festival of Dallas 

• Indian Film Festival of Houston 

• Indian Film Festival of Los Angeles 

• New York Indian Film Festival 

• Dallas International Film Festival 

• VideoFest 

• Thin Line Film Festival 

• Hot Springs Documentary Film Festival 

• Starz Denver Film Festival 

• Big Sky Documentary Film Festival 

• Full Frame Documentary Film Festival 

• San Francisco Documentary Film Festival 
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• The New York International Independent Film and Video Festival 

 

Distribution Plan: India 

Film Distributors: 

• Sophodok, facebook.com/sopdodok. 

• Under Construction, http://www.ucfilms.in/ 

• Enlighten Film Company, http://www.enlighten.co.in/ 

 

NGOs, Universities and Social Change Organizations: 

• Manushi Sanghatan  

• Ministry of Social Justice and Empowerment 

• Center for Civil Society 

• Indian Documentary Foundation 

• National Institute of Occupational Health 

• Tata Institute of Social Sciences 

• Open Space India  

• Sammaan Foundation 

• Center for Media Studies 

• Indian Documentary Producers Association 

 

Television: Door Darshan: State run broadcast station which is the only public access national 

network in India. DD has been known to screen documentaries pertaining to social issues and I 

hope to screen Rickshaw Man through them. 

http://www.ucfilms.in/
http://www.enlighten.co.in/
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Film Festivals India: 

• Delhi International Film Festival, http://www.delhiinternationalfilmfestival.com/ 

• Documentary and Short Film Festival of Kerala, http://www.iffk.in 

• Film Southasia (Nepal), http://www.filmsouthasia.org 

• Filmbooth (Delhi), http://www.filmbooth.in 

• Mumbai International Film Festival, http://www1.mumbaifilmfest.org/ 

• Jeevika-Asia Livelihood Film Festival, http://www.jeevika.org.uk/     

 

  

http://www.delhiinternationalfilmfestival.com/
http://www1.mumbaifilmfest.org/
http://www.jeevika.org.uk/
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