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T 
X he Self Employed Women's Association (SEWA) in India was established in 1972 with 

the purpose of organising poor and self-employed women. Since its establishment, it has 
organised women into trade unions and cooperatives to fight for fair wages, improvement of 
legal protection for women workers, and the improvement of women's access to materials 
and market. 

Other than organising women to fight for 
their rights, SEWA provides supportive services 
to its members such as the SEWA Bank which 
provides loans to its members, childcare 
services, community health services and legal 
aid. Video SEWA is part of the SEWA Academy 
which coordinates and implements the train
ing activities of SEWA. 

Video SEWA was established in 1984 as a 
means to provide training to the members of 
SEWA and to motivate, mobilise and 
strengthen the existing membership of SEWA 
through the use of video recordings and tapes. 

SEWA's organising efforts often begin with 
worker's education classes. These generally 
involve one week of training and discussions in 
which the goal is to raise awareness among a 
particular trade group of self-employed 
women workers. 

The one week training usually begins with a 
session in which the participants introduce 
themselves - their names, where they live and \
where they work. During this session, each 
participant has to repeat the names of at least 
five colleagues. This whole session is recorded 
on video tapes which are shown to the partici
pants on the next day. At first, on seeing 
themselves on the screen, the women would 
burst out laughing. Then a self-evaluation will 
start in which the participants will observe the 
way they stand, the way they introduce them
selves next time. The video encourages them 
to perceive and motivate them to think. 

During this one week training, the women 
workers would also have a chance to learn 
from their leaders on the video. They would 
see a number of SEWA organisers and leaders 
who have, through their own struggles, over
come social and economic difficulties and 
succeeded to organise unions or cooperatives 
and emerge to become leaders. After watching 
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this video, the partici
pants would analyse and 
bring out the qualities of 
a group leader. 

Understanding the 
strength and power of 
collective action comes 
slowly to the grassroots 
women who participate 
in the training of SEWA. 
For many, it is a com
pletely new idea. Videos 
which record the dem
onstrations of the 
women workers, such as poor women march
ing on the streets of Ahmedabad chanting 
their demands, would raise the spirit, inspire 
confidence and solidarity and illustrate the 
power of collective action. 

Once we took this tape of the garment work
ers' procession to Lucknow where we are 
organising the women who do chikan embroi
dery. They are the worst paid that I have seen 
anywhere and they are Moslem. We did some 
training with them and talked about organis
ing, coming out of their homes and not wear
ing purdah. O n the last day, we showed this 
tape to them. They were so excited that they 
jumped up to plan out the route of their own 
procession. In reality, they were nowhere near 
the stage where they could take out a proces
sion, but this enthusiasm was helping them to 
get organised. When women actually see that 

others like them have 
succeeded through 
organising, it makes a 
really big difference. 

Video activities have also 
proved very helpful in 
supporting other organ
ising work, especially on 
legal actions. 

Self-employed women 
workers often have no 
formal employer-em-
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They must, therefore, turn to the courts to 
settle their disputes with their contractors or 
to establish their rights to a minimum wage. In 
these cases, the self-employed women workers 
have to attend the court hearings and to give 
evidence, and the outcome often depends 
solely on the women's testimony. 

However, the atmosphere in the court is very 
intimidating for the SEWA members. The 
lawyers try to cut their evidence into pieces 
and call them liars. This is very difficult for the 
women to deal with and they sometimes 
change their statements. In these cases, videos 
are used to prepare the women workers for 
court hearings. For example, when a group of 
bidi workers (women who roll the native ciga
rettes) were preparing to testify in court, a 
mock court with a judge, witnesses, plaintiff 
and defence lawyers, a bailiff and a court 

Videos which record the demonstrations 
of the women workers ....would raise 

the spirit, inspire confidence and 
solidarity and illustrate the 

.. power of collective action. 
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..,SEWA tapes are a source of 
information as well as inspiration 
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audience was set up . T h e proceedings were 
r eco rded o n tape wh ich was seen and reviewed 
by the w o m e n who had to testify. T h e S E W A 
lawyer then had a discussion with the w o m e n . 
Th i s he lped the w o m e n a lot as the process 
was very effective i n b u i l d i n g their conf idence 
a n d i n p r epa r ing them to stand up for them
selves i n court . 

W a t c h i n g video tapes helps S E W A members to 
feel a connec t i on wi th a larger movement . T h e 
tapes give members o f S E W A an oppor tun i ty 
to see and unders tand issues per ta in ing to 
their own a n d other w o m e n workers. F o r 
example , the issues o f piece rate workers are 
s imi lar everywhere and i n different trades. 
Tapes p r o d u c e d by S E W A convey this effec
tively. 

See ing w o m e n l ike themselves who become 
leaders i n the movement he lp new members 
o f S E W A to feel more connec ted to the move
ment as they identify wi th w o m e n o n S E W A 
tapes. Some village w o m e n watched an inter
view wi th C h a n d a b e n , a used clothes dealer 
and a senior S E W A organiser. They were 
de l igh ted to see that 
even C h a n d a b e n takes 
snuff a n d speaks very 
qu ick ly l ike they do. 
Moreover , they are 
de l igh ted to see that 
w o m e n l ike themselves 
are leaders. 

Some v ideo tapes o f 
S E W A are made to fulf i l 
more fo rma l t ra in ing . 
For example , i n S E W A ' s 
heal th and ch i ldcare 
programs, a tape that 
explains the causes o f 

d ia r rhea and the way to prepare the oral 
rehydrat ion so lu t ion is regularly used. S E W A 
members , many o f w h o m are il l i terate, have 
also ga ined valuable knowledge f rom video 
tapes o n how to b u i l d a smokeless stove, 
reason and t ra in ing o f immun i sa t i on . S E W A 
trainers themselves are involved i n the design 
and p roduc t ion o f their t r a in ing videos as the -
tapes fulfi l their needs more precisely than 
outside materials ever c o u l d . Videos p roduced 
by the trainers help to reinforce the identifica
t ion o f the members and the organisat ion. 
V i d e o S E W A members , that is, the producers 
o f the videos o f S E W A also he lp i n leading and 
facil i tat ing group discussions and programs i n 
w h i c h their tapes are used. In this way, the 
producers o f S E W A ' s videos become involved 
i n and are responsible for the impact o f their 
work. 

Since 1984, V i d e o S E W A has p r o d u c e d count
less tapes a n d more than a h u n d r e d programs 
of organis ing, t r a in ing and advocacy. These 
tapes reached villagers and s lum dwellers i n 
Gujarat as wel l as pol icy m a k i n g i n D e l h i and 
Washing ton . Gradual ly , v ideo has become an 

integral part o f S E W A ' s 
activities and also for a l l 
the o n g o i n g work. Fo r 
w o m e n workers and the 
members o f S E W A , 
S E W A tapes are a source 
o f in fo rmat ion as well as 
inspi ra t ion . 
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