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Of the Indian women who are
employed, 94% are part of the
unorganized sector of the work
force.  However, the work these
women do does not provide a reg-
ular salary, benefits, or securities.
In addition, societal expectations
place women at home to take care
of their families.  The result is that
this part of the workforce, who
works for 18 to 20 hours a day to
receive a mere 14 rupees - rough-

ly 25 cents a day, does
not receive any
credit for their
labor.  It is said
that
the

women
them-
selves
remain,

“uncount-
ed, under-

counted and
invisible”.

Although the
majority’s views are

changing, it is a slow
process.  Instead of
relying on society

and time to take its course, a
number of organizations have
been established to aid this
process.  
The Self Employed Women’s

Association (SEWA) is a labor and
women’s rights organization in
Ahmedabad, India, which provides

support to women to raise their
wages, increase their benefits, and
communicate with their supervi-
sors.  The membership organiza-
tion also offers women various
types of securities including work
security, income security, food
security, and social securities such
as child care, and shelter.  

The self-employed women per-
petuate their own movement by
working at SEWA.  The goal of this
organization is to not only allow
the women to be recognized for
their work, but also to help them
achieve independence, economic

self-reliance as well as competen-
cies to master in the everyday life.  

What first attracted me to SEWA
was its international reputation as
India’s largest women’s rights and
economic development organiza-
tion.  My work within the research
department of SEWA’s Academy

Division focused
mainly on repre-
senting a new pro-
ject that the organi-
zation had taken on, incense stick
rollers. My responsibilities includ-
ed researching this industry
through secondary research, focus
groups, interviews and case stud-
ies with the goal of collecting and
synthesizing the information to be
presented to policy makers.
However, this project turned out
to be an enormous task and
required me to overcome a num-
ber of obstacles.

Although I was rela-
tively fluent in the lan-
guage, it was initially dif-
ficult for me to under-
stand the workers dur-
ing the interviews, and
for them to understand
me.  As a result, I spent
the first two weeks in a
language class to
increase my ability to
effectively communicate
with my colleagues and
research subjects.   Yet
another barrier I needed

to overcome was the lack of peo-
ple’s trust in my ability to help
them. Having lived in poverty for
the majority of their lives, it was
difficult for some people to believe
in the possibility of positive
change.  Another aspect that was
somewhat overwhelming in the

beginning was the fact that I was
not able to see the immediate
results of my work.  Having
gained people’s trust and respect
and built new relationships, it was
difficult to accept that the effects
of my work would not be seen
immediately and to some extent
not at all during the three months
I worked at SEWA. 

Despite many challenges and
barriers that had to be overcome, I
would not trade this experience
for anything.  It enabled me to
gain a new perspective on the
lives of people in India and made
me appreciate the many things I
take for granted in my own life.   
Reflecting on my experience in
India, I understand the value of a
Burch Fellowship.  I left feeling
prepared to work in a field that I
have a passion for and am knowl-
edgeable of.  Nevertheless, these
things turned out to be secondary.
I learned to adapt and master new
challenges, learn about different
ways of life, and assess my own
ability to help women in India and
around the world in the future.  I
feel that I took a lot more away
from my work at SEWA than I was
able to contribute.  It was an expe-
rience of a lifetime and I thank
Mr. Burch for the opportunity.
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