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A

road crosses a small bridge
as it enters the community
of Sirpur Bajrang Nagar, then
runs between white and blue
brick houses that double as
small shops. Vibrant red Western
dresses and green coils of hose
hang from some doorways while
purses and shiny snack packets
hang from others.

At 54, with grey streaks
in her hair, Basanti has a
quiet demeanour at first
meeting, which belies her
fierceness and confidence.
She is quick to laugh, and
her cheeks round like
apples when she smiles.
Her eyes flash with intelligence. It’s no wonder that

Fruit and vegetable carts laden with coconuts and ripe bananas line the edges
of the roadway, which, like any other
in Indore, India is filled with the sounds
of motorcycles and diesel rickshaws,
bicycle bells, and lively commerce.
Soon, the road narrows so much it’s not
certain even a small car can squeeze
between buildings, yet, miraculously,
somehow it does, then follows the
road’s curves up the short hill to where
BASANTI JODHA lives.
Basanti’s house is painted blue brick,
and like others, it is also a small shop
from which Basanti and her family sell
sweets and snacks to clusters of children
holding bright coins. But one thing sets
this house apart from the others around
it—above the wide store window hangs a
sign that tells community members that
they can find help here.
This sign is just one of many mounted
on houses throughout Indore, and they

in this community, she
is known as a respected
leader, someone to approach for help, someone
who gets things done.
Basanti Jodha vends with her vegetable cart in the mornings and tends her family’s shop in
the afternoons. Photo: B. Leifso

come from the Self-Employed Women’s
Association Madya Pradesh, or SEWA
MP, founded in 1972. SEWA is an
organization of poor, self-employed
women workers such as street vendors,
domestic workers, forest workers, and
construction workers.
At 54, with grey streaks in her hair,
Basanti has a quiet demeanour at first
meeting, which belies her fierceness and
confidence. She is quick to laugh, and
her cheeks round like apples when she

smiles. Her eyes flash with intelligence.
It’s no wonder that in this community,
she is known as a respected leader,
someone to approach for help, someone
who gets things done.
But she wasn’t always this confident.
When Basanti came to this community,
she was newly married at 18. She wore
a veil and was not permitted to leave
her in-laws’ home without her husband,
Sajjan. Even if she had been permitted to
go outside, she says, “I was shy. I wonPage 1
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Soon, organizers invited
Basanti, as they do all
potential members, to
come to SEWA’s offices
in order to better understand the work it does.
But when Basanti visited
the office, she couldn’t
sign the register. Like
so many working poor
women in India, she
couldn’t read or write.
So, with what was perhaps the first indication
of her capacity for leadership, Basanti asked
SEWA to send a teacher
to her community to give
literacy classes.
Above the wide shop window hangs a sign announcing Basanti’s home is a SEWA information centre. Photo: B. Leifso

dered how to talk to people. I wondered
what work I could do.” For income, she
rolled incense sticks at home.
At that time, her community was
undeveloped. People, including Basanti
and her family, lived in shacks made of
saris and jute. There was no road and
no bridge over the wide drainage ditch.
And there was no one people could

turn to who would teach them how to
change things.
However, change was on its way. In
1985, Shrimati Manorama Joshi founded
SEWA’s Madya Pradesh Union, which is
headquartered in Indore. Then, SEWA
organizer Annapurna Prajapati
began visiting Sirpur Bajrang Nagar. She
met with women and families in the

community, and, as Basanti says, “She
spoke to us as people and explained
things well.” Basanti and her husband
both appreciated what they heard.
Soon, organizers invited Basanti, as
they do all potential members, to come
to SEWA’s offices in order to better
understand the work it does. But when
Basanti visited the office, she couldn’t
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sign the register. Like so many working
poor women in India, she couldn’t read
or write. So, with what was perhaps
the first indication of her capacity for
leadership, Basanti asked SEWA to send
a teacher to her community to give
literacy classes.
Along with these classes, SEWA taught
the group how to stitch bags as an extra
income source. Basanti participated in
even more training from basic communication skills to negotiations with government authorities. She began attending

two meetings a month, inspired by the
teachings, particularly the one about not
bowing down to fear.
But not everyone in the community was
convinced they should also join SEWA.
Many women were still wearing veils and
under the control of the men in their
families. They were often victims of domestic violence. Over time, though, the
community saw how SEWA’s advocacy
efforts and non-violent negotiation approach brought about better conditions
like brick houses, roads, and sanitation.

SEWA’s efforts have helped bring brick houses and roads to the community. Photo: B. Leifso

They saw how women, including Basanti,
who previously had no access to financial services or banks, were able to take
low-interest SEWA loans that helped
them build brick houses, start small
shops, and buy the carts and equipment
needed for vegetable vending.
SEWA earned the community’s trust,
and more women joined. And, as more
women and their families have become
empowered by SEWA’s work, Basanti
says she has seen rates of domestic
violence in the community go down.
SEWA loans help members and their family members purchase the equipment they need to
run small carts, shops or auto-rickshaw businesses. Photo: B. Leifso

Today, Basanti and her family—Sajjan,
her two sons Suresh and Satish, daughter-in-law Anita, and granddaughter

But not everyone in the community was convinced they
should also join SEWA. Many
women were still wearing veils
and under the control of the
men in their families. They
were often victims of domestic
violence. Over time, though, the
community saw how SEWA’s
advocacy efforts and non-violent
negotiation approach brought
about better conditions like brick
houses, roads, and sanitation.
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Kanak—continue to live in the home
they were able to build with a SEWA
loan. The home has electricity, and a
ceiling fan spins slowly overhead. Cloth
drapery lifts and falls in the breeze,
and the air is full of the scent of recent
rain. Kanak wanders in and out, looking
for the hugs given freely by her grandmother. It is clearly a life full of love
even if it is one that remains subject to
the hard and insecure grind of a street
vendor; every single day, Basanti must
rise before the sun to buy and sell
vegetables at her roadside cart before
she takes over minding the store.

Like most vegetable vendors, Basanti rises
before dawn every day to vend with her
cart. Photo: B. Leifso

Still, through the struggle of each day
over the course of her long association
with SEWA, Basanti says, “I have
been able to do things I would never
imagine.” She acts in educational plays
and serves with SEWA’s leadership,
even acting as SEWA MP’s chair. She
mentors other women individually, has
met with officials at the Ministerial level,
was given the high honour of being
garlanded for her work by Manorama
Joshi—and of course, runs the SEWA
Information Centre, or Suchana Kendra,
in her community.
These achievements don’t mean,
though, all of her dreams have been
fulfilled. As she says, “If whatever I’ve
learned from SEWA was available to
me before, I would be educated and
be a professional.” Her face also falls
when she says the family was not able

to afford to send their children to high
school.
But now, she says, eyes twinkling again,
her oldest granddaughter is studying in
Grade 12 and wants to attend university to study commerce. “Study whatever
you like,” Basanti tells her, “We will be
there for you.” She has enrolled both
her granddaughters in government
schemes to help with education. “If
they do this, it’s a dream. I will fulfill my
dreams through them.”

But now, she says, eyes
twinkling again, her oldest
granddaughter is studying
in Grade 12 and wants to
attend university to study
commerce. “Study whatever
you like,” Basanti tells her,
“We will be there for you.”
She has enrolled both her
granddaughters in government schemes to help with
education. “If they do this,
it’s a dream. I will fulfill my
dreams through them.”

Basanti and her husband Sajjan fill their home with love. Photo: B. Leifso
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I

t would be impossible to
overemphasize just how much
SEWA’s focus on every woman
in every community and informal
occupation makes a difference in
the lives of individuals and families. These women often have no
access to regular employment or
social protections.

More often than not, beautification campaigns mean
relocating street vendors
from busy locations where
they have good sales to
places where there is no
natural customer traffic.
Street vendors are also
evicted because officials

SEWA is determined to change these
conditions by empowering women,
their families, and the larger society.
Its approach to empowerment is based
around developing women leaders,
increasing their social power through
economic empowerment, and rightsbased mobilization and advocacy—all
of which are deeply rooted in Ghandian
principles of non-violence.
And for street vendors in India and
around the world, this empowerment is
desperately needed.

believe they cause traffic
jams, because owners
of shops complain, and
because bigger businesses
do not want them selling
outside their buildings.
Officials often and reRajani Varni, a vegetable vendor, is a 20-year SEWA member and leader. Photo: B. Leifso

Street vendors experience insecure
incomes, poor working conditions,
and harassment and violence from
government officials and police. In
today’s globalized world, governments
at the local, state, and national levels
want to “beautify” their cities and make
them “cleaner” and more technologically
“smart.”

from busy locations where they have
good sales to places where there is no
natural customer traffic. Street vendors
are also evicted because officials believe
they cause traffic jams, because owners
of shops complain, and because bigger
businesses do not want them selling
outside their buildings. Officials often
and repeatedly confiscate street vendors’
goods, including their products, carts,
and equipment.

income, but they can also be victims of
violence, particularly if they are women.
One SEWA Madya Pradesh street vendor member in Bhopal was kicked in her
abdomen while pregnant, and as a result,
she suffered a miscarriage. SEWA was
called in for assistance, and it advocated
for the woman right to the Ministerial
level. As a result of SEWA’s action,
the perpetrator was suspended and a
women’s only market was established.

More often than not, beautification campaigns mean relocating street vendors

When evictions happen, not only do
vendors lose their main source of

SEWA has also been instrumental in
stopping mass evictions and confisca-

peatedly confiscate street
vendors’ goods, including
their products, carts, and
equipment.
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tions. When removal gangs came to
the Ujan Khas Mundi in Bhopal, SEWA
intervened with authorities. When the
authorities still did not relent, SEWA
members collected what they could
themselves and refused to leave. Over
300 protesters stayed for two days,
and after the media got involved, the
local commissioner agreed to meet with
SEWA at his offices to ask about the
larger issues. Education and negotiations
were successful in this case—nearly eight
years later, there has not been a similar
mass eviction.
Street vendor RAJANI VARNI still sees
smaller-scale confiscation of goods,
including her own, on her busy market
street in Indore’s Sindhi Colony though
she does note the frequency has
decreased due to SEWA’s efforts. Rajani,
a 20-year SEWA member and community leader, says that when confiscations
do happen “the municipal corporation
people come and take our things, throw
them in their van, take our weighing
scales, and buckets. Our produce is
spoiled.”
She notes that evictions happen more
in festival season, when store owners
are likely to complain about the street
vendors because they don’t like increased competition. As Rajani recounts,
the store owners bribe the officials to
evict the street vendors, so the street
vendors also have to bribe the officials
to let them stay.

Rajani herself is a force
to contend with and, as
she says, “refuses to give
in to fear.” At 45, her
face is lined, but her eyes
are unwavering. Her
posture is just as solid.
It’s clear she would not
easily tolerate foolishness or harassment from
anyone. Her hands are
equally expressive—and
they never stop moving
as she speaks.

Rajani’s family helps her run her three busy stalls. Photo: B. Leifso

Rajani, though, knows she has SEWA’s
support when her stall is threatened—if
she cannot negotiate with the authorities on behalf of herself and other street
vendors, SEWA organizers will come to
help her and the members of her street
vending community.
Rajani herself is a force to contend
with and, as she says, “refuses to give
in to fear.” At 45, her face is lined, but
her eyes are unwavering. Her posture
is just as solid. It’s clear she would not
easily tolerate foolishness or harassment

from anyone. Her hands are equally
expressive—and they never stop moving
as she speaks.
Rajani uses her fierceness to lead.
She is a member of SEWA’s Executive
Committee and runs the Information
Centre in her area. Her house, too,
has a sign that announces to everyone
whizzing by on motorcycles or rickshaws,
wheeling vending carts, or simply
walking by that hers is a home to come
to for information and support. A visitor’s
register hangs in the entrance to her flat,
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An Ocean is Changed Drop by Drop:” Empowering Livelihoods and Lives in Indore, India

across from which she has informational
brochures on SEWA activities ready to
hand out.
Rajani herself has participated in many
trainings from literacy and sewing classes
to capacity and confidence building
to gender equity trainings, where she
learned that on the street, she must
“never fear anyone.” She has travelled
to conferences in Delhi and Bhopal for
trainings and for learning exchanges
among street vendor leaders.

Through SEWA loans, Rajani was also
able to build a brick house and buy a
cart and equipment to start vending. In
fact, all of her adult family members have
taken loans—reflecting SEWA’s belief
when the whole family benefits, the
larger society benefits. Men in the family
receive loans for carts and autorickshaws
through the SEWA member—loans for
which both husband and wife must
sign. Because they can see women hold
economic power in these situations,
husbands begin to give wives more

respect. And, as a result of the increased
income these loans help facilitate,
families can afford to send the children
to school, buy clothes, and improve their
economic circumstances.
Rajani and her family themselves have
seen concrete and dramatic changes
in their own story through her SEWA
membership. It is a story that still brings
tears to Rajani’s eyes when she tells it,
sitting on the floor of her daughter’s flat
as the noisy day carries on outside with
hawkers passing by, calling out their
wares. The smell of incense wafts in, and
there are moments Rajani must stop in
the telling to breathe it in and drink the
tea her daughter has offered.
When Rajani first came with her children
to Indore, they were extremely poor. To
feed her family, Rajani boiled flour in
water to make gruel. She found a very
low-paying job in a medicine factory,
where she did not earn enough to both
make rent and buy food. Women at the
factory shared their lunchtime rotis,
which Rajani would wrap up to take
home to her children. She herself ate
only once a day, collected whatever
household goods the family needed from
what others threw away, and bought
small amounts of food and cooking
supplies when she could.

Rajani and SEWA sisters. Photo: B. Leifso

Rajani soon found another job at an
Ayurvedic shop washing bottles. The
staff there gave her their old clothes and

Through SEWA loans, Rajani
was able to build a brick
house and buy a cart and
equipment to start vending.
In fact, all of her adult
family members have taken
loans—reflecting SEWA’s
belief when the whole family
benefits, the larger society
benefits. Men in the family
receive loans for carts and
autorickshaws through the
SEWA member—loans for
which both husband and
wife must sign. Because
they can see women hold
economic power in these
situations, husbands begin
to give wives more respect.

Page 7

An Ocean is Changed Drop by Drop:” Empowering Livelihoods and Lives in Indore, India

saris, and her salary was high enough
that she was able to start saving. Then,
she began work at a pharmacy for an
even higher wage—but just then, her
rent also went up.

For SEWA, change is created one sister at a time. Photo: B. Leifso

Rather than continue to struggle to pay
rent, Rajani built a hut in what is now
Sindhi Colony but was then, as Rajani
says, “like a jungle.” Completely undeveloped, the community consisted of
temporary shacks around a huge drain,
and it wasn’t long before the municipal
corporation decided the shacks were
best demolished. When Rajani and other
women went to the municipal offices
in hopes of stopping the eviction, they
met Annapurna Prajapati, the SEWA
organizer. Annapurna helped the women
negotiate settlements around the
eviction, with which Rajani was able to
acquire land for a new home.
Rajani soon became a SEWA member,
participating in the trainings that helped
her evolve into such a key community
leader today. “Being with SEWA,” Rajani
says, “I have come up in life. SEWA has
helped me, and I have saved. With my
savings and loans, I have brought about
changes.”
Rajani now operates three stalls, and,
with the help of SEWA loans, has been
able to build a three-story house, from
which she receives rental income from
three flats. Her flat and her daughter’s
flat next door, while still each one room,

Rajani now operates three
stalls, and, with the help
of SEWA loans, has been
able to build a three-story
house, from which she
receives rental income
from three flats. Her flat
and her daughter’s flat
next door, while still each
one room, show some
signs of greater flexibility
of income—a fridge hums
and a fish-tank bubbles
in the background.

show some signs of greater flexibility of
income—a fridge hums and a fish-tank
bubbles in the background. And Rajani is
fortunate because, as she says, “when I
am old, I will have savings.”
Today, Rajani’s hours are still very long—her
days begins at five a.m. when she begins
her trek to the vegetable mundi to collect
produce to sell for the day. By eight, she
is selling at one of her stalls, where she
remains until nine p.m. The security of
her income and goods are still subject to
government forces. But as her daughter
says, “an ocean is changed drop by drop.”
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C

hanging communities one
woman and one family at a
time is not only a firmly established SEWA practice, but it also
echoes the goals of StreetNet
International, a global organization of street vendors, of which
the national SEWA union is a
founding member. Since 2002,
StreetNet has been addressing
the barriers that entrench street
vendors further in poverty
and vulnerability, barriers that
include insecure workplaces, lack
of access to health and childcare,
lack of access to credit, savings,
and other financial services,
unsafe workplaces, and harassment from police and other
government authorities.
StreetNet acknowledges that,
because they earn less than their
male counterparts and are exposed
to higher risk, including gender-based
violence, women street vendors are
particularly vulnerable. It supports
informal organizations like SEWA to help
their members demand their economic
and human rights. One of the ways
StreetNet offers this support is through
offering capacity building workshops for
grassroots leaders in the street vending
community. StreetNet also specializes
these workshops for women, helping

Because of SEWA, Sushila has overcome many
systemic barriers placed
on her by her gender
and poverty. And, she
says she has created
and achieved many
things she couldn’t have
dreamed of.

Sushila Rathore, a SEWA leader, relies on her vending income to support her extended family.
Photo: B. Leifso

them to increase their negotiating and
bargaining power. By participating in
these trainings, SEWA leaders and
members become part of a street vendor
network, learning from experiences
around the globe they can apply in their
own communities.
SUSHILA RATHORE is one of these
leaders, a vendor who relies on informal
income to support her family. But,
because of SEWA, she too has overcome
many systemic barriers placed on her
by her gender and poverty. And, she
says she has created and achieved many
things she couldn’t have dreamed of.

At 56, Sushila radiates warmth and has a
ready smile. Her kind nature shows in the
way she speaks with her daughter-in-law,
who is quick to serve tea and homemade
sweets, and with her granddaughter, who
toddles about between rooms.
Sushila’s deep care for young children
is also evident in her work within her
community where she organizes painting, art classes, and special events for
them. She visits a neighbourhood crèche
weekly, where several SEWA members
send their children, in order to monitor
food quality and make sure the crèche is
maintaining high standards.
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These voluntary commitments—along with
her role as a prenatal nutrition mentor
for women and as a part of a local health
team—are in addition to her leadership role
within SEWA, where she represents 500
other members from all occupations and
with whom she meets once a month. She
also runs the SEWA Information Centre
out of her home in Adarsh Indira Nagar,
where she welcomes about 20-25 women
looking for help and information each
week.
As is the case for her sister SEWA leaders,
Sushila is the person people in the community come to when they need help with a
health crisis, when there is a situation that
calls for emergency workers, or when there
is a need for negotiation with local authorities. In this capacity, she also organizes
events around International Women’s
Day, Independence Day, and other major
holidays.
She laughs when asked if she has time to
sleep.
But this is a life that has taken Sushila many
years to build. When she was a young
woman and just married, she and her husband, Mohan, lived with her parents and six
brothers-in-law until the housing conditions
and crowding forced the couple to move
to Adarsh Indira Nagar. They had very little
money, and, in order to earn some income,
Sushila sold her jewellery so the couple
could buy a cart, from which Mohan sold
the namkin, or sweets, Sushila made.

As is the case for her
sister SEWA leaders,
Sushila is the person
people in the community
come to when they need
help with a health crisis,
when there is a situation
that calls for emergency
workers, or when there
is a need for negotiation
with local authorities.

Sushila sells the homemade sweets seen here at festivals around the country. Photo: B. Leifso

This income, though, was still not enough.
Mohan suggested they open a small shop
in their home, and, like many informal
economy workers, they took out a high-interest loan from a money-lender, using it to
buy some small-batch equipment despite
the struggle with loan interest.

She began attending meetings and
classes—even when her family didn’t
approve of her going out. She learned
to read and write, which has given her
autonomy in business and household
matters—as she says, “I am able to do
any work when there is need.”

Soon after that, SEWA organizers visited
the shop. It took some persistence for
them to convince Mohan to let them speak
with Sushila. Their commitment paid off,
and when they explained the benefits of
membership to Sushila, she quickly joined.

Her business as a whole has also
seen benefit from her association
with SEWA. Through a low-interest
SEWA loan, she was able to purchase
more equipment to produce and sell
larger quantities of namkin. Her market

Sushila’s family home doubles as a shop
and a SEWA information centre.
Photo: B. Leifso
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expanded to Bombay and Jalgeon, and
when profits declined after 2001, SEWA
members gave Sushila the idea to make
up the difference in income by opening
sweets stalls at special events and
festivals.
Sushila’s participation in festivals grew
from there. With SEWA’s help, she has
participated in street food festivals
organized by Streetnet affiliate NASVI
in cities like Patma and Delhi, where she
even won an award for her moong dal
halwa, a specialty dessert. She’s further
refined her cooking skills through a
program SEWA helped organize with
a polytechnic institute in which she
learned how to cook with measures. This
certificate training has opened new doors
into more commercial opportunities.
The success of Sushila’s business has also
brought more security and opportunity
for her family. Since joining SEWA, Sushila
has continued to save through the SEWA
Credit Cooperative, and in 2001, with
the assistance of another SEWA loan, the
family was able to build a two-story brick
house. Each of their three children have
earned university degrees. The family has
been able to take occasional vacations to
pilgrimage sites like Gangasajar, Hyderabad, and Rameswaram.
But the biggest impact has also been
the most personal—many years later
Sushila’s eyes well with tears when she
speaks of her early time with SEWA.

During these years, Sushila says, Mohan
struggled with alcoholism, “drinking up
whatever money was around.” Other
SEWA members and her brother helped
with the children’s school fees. SEWA
members also offered personal support
while Sushila continued to work hard
and try to make the business work.
Then, one day, after recognizing how
much effort Sushila put in day after day
to keep the family and business afloat
and how the SEWA community stood
steadfastly behind her, Mohan, as Sushila
recalls, “called the children to him.” He
gathered them into his arms and said
“’Your mother works so hard, and I
drink away all of the money she earns.
From today, I shall not drink anymore.’”
He threw all of his bottles on the road,
hugged his children, and told them he
would never drink again. And he hasn’t.
Today, Sushila says the family is happy.
They still work very hard to earn their
incomes. On top of the shop and festival
stalls, Sushila helps Mohan, who is a
tailor, with his sewing. They also rely
on the income of one of their sons, a
civil servant, who lives with them. She
hopes he has the opportunity to rise in
his career. In the meantime, she sends a
sense of gratitude for SEWA into all the
work she does in her community on the
long road of helping more women and
their families rise.
by Brenda Leifso

STREETNET: StreetNet International,
an alliance spanning five continents, was
launched in November 2002 in Durban,
South Africa to unite organizations
whose membership comprises street
vendors, market vendors, and/or hawkers (mobile vendors). StreetNet promotes
the exchange of information and ideas
on critical issues that affect street/
market vendors and hawkers, as well
as practical organization and advocacy
strategy.

SEWA MP, or the Self-Employed
Women’s Association Madya Pradesh, is
part of the national SEWA trade union
movement. SEWA is an organization of
poor, self-employed women workers
such as street vendors, domestic workers, forest workers, and construction
workers. To learn more, please visit
SEWA Madya Pradesh via the web at
http://sewabharat.org/across-india/
sewa-in-madhya-pradesh/ or in person
at 86 B, Vaishali Nagar, Annapurna Road,
Indore.

SIDA: This material/production has
been financed by the Swedish International Development Cooperation
Agency, Sida. Responsibility for the
content rests entirely with the creator.
Sida does not necessarily share the
expressed views and interpretations.
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