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Indira Gandhi Prize for Peace, Disarmament and Development (2011) 
New Delhi, 18th February, 2013 

 
Honourable Rashtrapatiji,  
Prime Minister Dr Manmohan Singhji,  
Smt. Ela Ramesh Bhatt and sisters from SEWA, 
Distinguished guests  
 

I welcome you warmly to this ceremony where a prize commemorating 
one of India’s most remarkable women is being conferred on another 
remarkable woman who has touched and changed millions of lives.  Indira 
Gandhi’s concern for the poor is well known.  Inspired by Gandhiji’s example 
and philosophy,  Smt. Bhatt has dedicated her life to the cause of uplifting the 
most poor, most vulnerable and most marginalized working women.  Like a 
sunbeam of light that falls into a dark room and holds its ground, she has 
illuminated and dispelled the darkness in their lives, bringing them hope and 
new possibility. She has helped them to transcend their circumstances and 
step on to the ladder of economic opportunity.  India’s civil society has 
produced many great organizations.  Few have been as potent and as far 
reaching in their impact as SEWA. Elaben has been SEWA’s beating heart for 
forty years.  We salute her achievements and welcome her in our midst today.  
 
 Indira Gandhi prized courage above all other qualities: physical courage 
of course, but moral courage even more, the courage of conviction, the 
courage to swim against the tide, and to do what we believe is right. Elaben 
personifies these qualities. She has focused her mind not just on a vision, but 
on how to actually make things happen, so that wasted human potential can 
be realised.  Her great insight has been in the power of collective action, of 
group effort achieving what individual action cannot.  In a feat of organisation 
that few thought possible, SEWA has brought together impoverished women 
of more than one hundred diverse trades and occupations to seek freedom 
from poverty and exploitation.  Elaben has displayed that most unusual of 
gifts, the capacity to enter into their minds and let them enter hers.  Not the 
least of her achievements is the way all SEWA’s members have internalized 
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the values of non-violence, communal harmony, respect for nature, self 
reliance, and co-operation rather than competition.  
 
 SEWA’s footprint now extends to ten of our states and to Afghanistan. It 
has inspired others as far afield as Africa and Latin America.  SEWA’s full 
promise, however, has yet to be realized. We often forget the immensity of 
India’s informal sector which embraces more than ninety percent of our work 
force.  Within it are millions of people engaged in thousands of small 
occupations, requiring no significant capital investment, only resourcefulness 
and initiative.  We need many more organizations like SEWA, many more Ela 
Bhatts to help organise these millions so that they too can gain access to 
credit, acquire skills and confidence and position themselves better in the 
marketplace. SEWA’s great lesson is that the best help for the poor is help for 
self-help. 
 
 In recent weeks, issues of gender justice and gender equality have 
loomed large in our minds.  From the very start Elaben has rightly seen 
women as the true nurturers of society and the bedrock of social progress. 
Invest in women. Rely on women’s leadership. Put women at the centre of 
economic planning and development. Give women voice. These have been 
Elaben’s watchwords. She has been ahead of her time. We know from hard 
experience that women’s involvement in development programmes makes all 
the difference between success and failure.  Gender equity is also the key to a 
more prosperous economy.  
 

Indira Gandhi often posed questions about India’s development 
trajectory and the values which should guide it. Ridding India of poverty was 
paramount but where, she asked, should the line of material satisfaction be 
drawn? Should we blindly imitate the affluent societies of the West, and accept 
the inevitability of standards of living based on waste? Should progress be 
synonymous with an assault on nature? She asked us to think of an alternative 
path of development more in tune with India’s circumstances and its 
civilizational values.  
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 Elaben has articulated such an alternative.  She has described poverty as 
the moral failure of society and its mass persistence so long after 
independence as an indictment of our whole approach to development.  
Perhaps wealth and want will always co-exist, but can wealth that is built on 
want be justified? Is life only about producing and consuming ever more and 
more? As a new starting point she has proposed what she describes as the 
‘hundred mile principle’:  that we should meet our basic needs of food, 
clothing, housing, primary education and healthcare, as well as access to 
capital, from within a radius of a hundred miles.  By doing so we will energize 
local skills and productive capacities, and provide employment to all.  
 

Elaben’s proposal does not arise from any dry economic theory. It is 
concerned with repairing the social fabric, with making the poor true partners 
in development, with giving preference to the local against the global.  Implicit 
in it is the more fundamental question of how society should live, and how 
much and in what way it should produce and consume.  It is a challenge to 
Davos man.  It is also a challenge to each one of us to think afresh about our 
common future.  
 

Thank you, Elaben, for all that you have done.  
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