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Reflections on “Women Work
and Peace” by Elaben

I have had the pleasure of reading and listening to
several of Elaben’s inspiring speeches over the years.
But to have them all collected and edited in one place
ably by Dr Margie Sastry, and with brief discussions on
each, is a real treat. Our long-time SEWA colleague
Renana Jhabvala’s insights in the preface provide an
excellent overview of the ideas contained in the book. |
have read and re-read them all and have singled out a
few which made me especially reflect on Elaben’s
thoughts, ideas and vision for a just and equitable soci-
ety which is respectful of all living beings and the envi-
ronment. It could not have come at a better time---one
where we are forced to re-think, refresh and re-set the
way each of us and all of us collectively live our lives.
Elaben has been inspired by Gandhiji’s values and be-
liefs like constructive action, ahimsa or non-violence,
‘swadeshi’, ‘swaraj’, ‘sarvadharam’, promoting of lo-
cal leadership and especially women’s leadership.

“The Way Ahead: the 100 Mile Principle” contains
these ideas and values that not only resonate with our

work at SEWA, but also with me personally. As Elaben
explains lucidly, “The 100 Mile Principle weaves de-
centralization, locality, size and scale to livelihood.” She
urges us to use things and services that we need and
which are produced within a 100 mile radius: food, shel-
ter, clothes, primary education and primary health care.
In later writings she added financial services too. She
also urges that we restore our organic link with Nature.
Many of the other speeches in the book resonate with
these themes and ideas. Here she also outlines the dif-
ference between ‘swadeshi’ which can be parochial and
‘swaraj’” which entails the idea of oceanic circles, and
also suggests that the local and global are enmeshed
and not a dualism or binary. In her later speeches and
writings she has spoken of ‘anubandh’ ---how we are
all inter-connected and inter-dependent, and also with
the earth, and the need to reclaim this. | believe this can
only happen if we develop ourselves spiritually and ex-
perience the fact that we are but a small part of the
universe where each of us must play our part individu-
ally and together. And also how we can replace the “I”
or ego with the “we” to truly be connected with each
other and Nature. | would like to learn more from Elaben
on this than is revealed in this speech.

The ideas of ‘swaraj’ and sustainability with a fo-
cus on local production and consumption surface again
in the speech : “In Praise of the Grass Broom—Jhadoo”.
Here she traces the supply chain of the ‘jhadoo’---where
it originates, its many uses and how it comes back full
circle and returns to the earth which produced it in the
first place. | love this piece as it praises this simple tool.
Elaben calls it “a woman’s tool” and a “tool of the poor.”
She reminds us that it is a sustainable product and one
that lives lightly on the earth. She also links the ‘jhadoo’
with local production and ‘khadi’. She says ‘khadi’ is a
worldview---one that honours all those who work with
their hands and provides income to those who produce.
She explains that Gandhiji chose ‘khadi’ carefully to build
the local economy and to link urban and rural people.
Like the simple ‘jhadoo’, she says ‘khadi’ and crafts
are not our past but our future. These ideas are further
developed and reiterated in her speech: “Khadi is the
Way”.
In her speech on ‘khadi’ she explains how ‘khadi’
is also a unifier and leveller and that it builds an economy
of nurturance. She says we forget the spirit of ‘khadi’:
that which is local, provides employment, is sustainable,
respects manual labour and local people’s control and
promotes self-sufficiency. Like the simple ‘jhadoo’. And
hence she sees ‘khadi’ as building an economy of
nurturance.



¥ 2R

BS2AGIR &, 00

A paragraph in the speech on ‘khadi’ touched me
deeply:

“Spinning is the act of binding together numerous
fibres: like people, they are thin and fragile individually,
but entwined, they form a strong thread. The weaving
of these threads in to cloth paralleled the weaving of
diverse groups of people into the fabric of a nation.” In
these times of division and fragmentation, we need to
remind ourselves of how we can weave all human be-
ings tighter and closer.

For taking these ideas forward and building a peace-
ful, inclusive world, and one which both respects Na-
ture and places work and livelihood central to all we do,
Elaben has no doubt that women are and will be the
leaders. In “Where Women are the Leaders: Building a
Gentler Economy”, drawing on her long years of
organising women into unions and cooperatives, she says
that it is the collective that gives a poor woman strength
and control over her life. She explains: “In woman, you
get a worker, a provider, a caretaker, an educator, a
networker. She is a forger of bonds...” She also stresses
that feminine leadership is inclusive, focuses on the
means and not just the ends, the group or collective and
on integration rather than fragmentation. She further
argues that it is this kind of leadership which we all
require to save the planet, not the dominant male model.
In our current situation where the pandemic has played
havoc in every country, | could not agree with her more.
Leaders who are practicing feminine leadership have
shown us the way to face the pandemic and the devas-
tation it has caused on people’s health, livelihoods and
well-being. But | would like Elaben to probe this model
further---unpack it more for us, based on her wisdom
and years of experience. My own experience is that
feminine leadership is not the same as having female
leaders who can be equally exclusionary, ruthlessly am-
bitious and non-cooperative. How does one ensure that
the feminine leadership model is nurtured and promoted,
so that women do not internalise the male model?

One of the speeches that most explains Elaben’s
thinking and the SEWA way is the one---“ Women and
Poverty: The Hidden Face of Violence with Social Con-
sent”---which she delivered to students of McMaster
University in Canada. She reiterates Gandhiji’s view
which she shares---that poverty is violence with tacit
social consent. She explains what she means and out-
lines the structural and systemic ways poverty is per-
petuated. She also describes vividly the many faces and
levels of violence and injustice which perpetuate pov-
erty—from the grassroots level to the highest levels of
policy and legislation. The latter are distant from the

poor and their reality and “are responsible for the out-
dated, irrelevant, impractical, unenforceable and at times,
out and out exploitative laws and policies.” Strong words
from Elaben who is usually more mild-mannered in her
reproach! But all of these are deeply rooted in the ex-
periences of poor women to whom she has devoted her
life and her work. We, her SEWA sisters, share the out-
rage she expresses here as we see the many injustices
and exploitation faced every day by informal women
workers, our members. She then explains the multi-fac-
eted nature of poverty and how this can only be ad-
dressed through an integrated approach, and one where
women take leadership and control over their lives. Fi-
nally, she speaks of SEWA’s approach to poverty re-
duction---the joint action of struggle and development.

The last piece that | would like to reflect on is
“Unions are Incomplete without Cooperatives” which |
had the pleasure of listening to in person at the national
workshop on women’s cooperatives that SEWA
organised with the ILO in Ahmedabad last year. SEWA’s
cooperatives grew out of our union, SEWA, and Elaben
evocatively explains how the life of a woman dairy
worker is transformed when she joins her dairy coop-
erative—she earns an income, is recognised as a pro-
ducer and share-holder who receives a dividend from
her own organisation. She finally gets the voice and vis-
ibility she deserves, as well as the representation in her
organisation where she is the user, manager and owner.
She emphasized the importance of the joint strategy of
struggle and development though unions and coopera-
tives, noting that struggle is development---there can be
no development without struggle and vice versa. She
ends her speech by saying that cooperatives are the
future and that unions will be incomplete without them.

Women, Work and Peace reveal Elaben as both a
practitioner with a deep affinity for women, workers
and the poor, and also as a deep thinker. She is a vision-
ary who has always been ahead of her times---whether
it was setting up one of the world’s first informal women
workers’ unions---SEWA,SEWA Bank, SEWA Coop-
erative Federation or VIimoSEWA. Her’s is a holistic
vision for a just and equitable world for women, for all
workers and all human beings, and with respect for
Nature. Her many years of work with women at SEWA
and across India and globally has convinced her that
justice and peace must be led by women, with work and
livelihood central to all efforts and to poverty reduction.
But she also recognises the need for an integrated ap-
proach with food security and social security intertwined
with work and income security. The means to reach the
goals of self-reliance is organising into unions, coopera-
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tives and other collective people’s organisations. She
has always believed deeply in the power of organising
as a first crucial building block to women’s and all
people’s empowerment and self-reliance. The beauty
of her writing lies in its simplicity. Never verbose, she is
lucid, succinct and even lyrical many a time. She has a
knack of explaining her ideas in a simple manner not
tying the reader up in knots of complexity. Further, as
there is congruence between her life, her work, her ideas
and values, her writing rings true and authentic.

This book not only collectivises all her speeches
but also gives the reader many ideas to reflect upon as
our world faces unprecedented churning due to the pan-
demic. Her firm belief in 100 Miles or Anubandh---how
we are all inter-connected and inter-woven into the web
of life needs careful consideration by each one of us.
Thank you Elaben for this treasure trove of ideas and
experiences.

Mirai Chatterjee, SEWA
September 29th, 2020
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Review of The Book

Women, work and peace is a collection of 27
speeches by Ela Bhatt, delivered at various forums, in-
stitutions, universities, trade and industry and professional
international organisations. It is edited and introduced
by Margi Sastri. It is the story of poor self-employed
women and the challenges they face in their life cycle
and SEWA’'s experience of working with them.

The book has a very interesting format — each
speech has a precis by Renana Jhabwala, a quote from
some of Elaben’s writings and ‘in conversation’ with the
editor which give insights into the concept and ideas of
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the speech. This gives the reader the opportunity to scan,
read and to understand the nuances of the concept.

Elaben is a visionary. She planted a seed and it be-
came a banyan tree. Invisible, unorganized, unaccounted,
un-insurable, un-bankable, unprotected were some the
words used for the poor, self-employed women. These
words then paved the way for microcredit, micro-finance,
micro-insurance, bankable and a collective force, much
against the prevailing traditional systems.

The speeches have a broad vision and covers a span
of 4 decades of SEWA’s experience of working in the
informal sector. Today some of it’s innovative ideas,
actions and advocacy have been replicated at the na-
tional and international level.

Talking of Design — Elaben says “Design should
not be elitist, but must relate and be relevant to the
people.” To reach design to the common people, it has
to be technologically feasible and economically viable.
Design influences what we think, way we feel and the
decisions we make. It seeks to solve humanitarian is-
sues like improving living conditions for its beneficiaries.
Design has shaped society and can cause social impact.
For e.g. SEWA'’s partnership with NID on Space Man-
agement Design for a paani-puri vendor from her house
or a hand-cart design for a vegetable vendor.

“Spinning is the act of binding together numerous
fibres : like people they are thin and fragile individually,
but entwined, they form a strong thread.” —says Elaben.
This precisely is the joint strategy of SEWA’s unions and
co-operatives. Co-operatives still remain the third sec-
tor of the economy. They are the future of work for the
informal sector. Sustaining a co-operative and ensuring
it’s economic viability needs long term interventions and
continued support. Hence it is imperative that they get
access to transferable knowledge, tools, techniques, tech-
nologies, marketing and management skills. This in-turn
generates employment and empowers them socially and
economically; leading them to self-reliance and freedom.

On Khadi, she adds “Khadi is more than a cloth or
symbol. It is a way of life.” Khadi played a special role
in the freedom movement. Today Khadi has become
from “freedom fabric’ to “fashion fabric’. Hand spun &
hand woven is an added value in the fashion circles thus
depriving the common man from using it. How can we
get it back as a part of the village economy and ensure
that Khadi is a living idea and can be invented over and
over again.

- Lalita Krishnaswami
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