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Empowerment for Change:
The Sewa Participatory Video Strategy
Emmanuel Jegede
Abstract
There is increasing consciousness in the present day world of the need to
demys fy media use at the small‐community level so that people can present
their problems and explore possible solu ons in the context of reali es of their
situa ons. The desire to demys fy the media basically rests on the fact that
ordinary people should have access to and be able to use media for
developmental signiﬁcance. Most mainstream communica on media are
urban‐ based and are fraught with limita ons based on their ideology, cost,
structure of ownership and control, high level of professionalism, bureaucra c
nature and ver cal structure. Alterna ve media can create condi ons for
marginalised people to have their own voices/access so as to promote
development in Nigeria. They have the poten als to enhance the opportuni es
for the wider enjoyment of freedom of expression and make real the realiza on
of media pluralism. In view of the foregoing, using SEWA as an experiment, this
paper cri cally examines the role of par cipatory video (PV) in development.
The paper strongly believes that a community of people can derive strength,
conﬁdence and interac on to solve their own problems, and therefore, argues
that video is one of the most suitable par cipatory communica on tools for
genera ng wider par cipa on for sustainable development.

Introduc on
Communica on is not just an exchange of informa on and experiences, but
also the explora on and genera on of new knowledge aimed at addressing
situa ons that need to be improved. Communica on goes beyond the
transfer of informa on; it also encompasses empowerment, educa on,
discussion, debate, socialisa on, mo va on, integra on and development. In
this study, communica on is considered in the context of empowerment and
social change.
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Mue (2015) notes that in the ﬁ ies and six es, mass communica on was
considered the prime mover in social development. Informa on was thought
to be the missing link in the development chain. Mass media such as the
printed channels and the radio were saddled with the onerous task of
spreading informa on as widely as possible among the people. Government
authori es, subject experts, and extension agents would go on radio or visit
villages to lecture them on how to have smaller families, increase their
agricultural yields, or live healthier lives. Communica on ﬂows were
hierarchical, one-way, and top-down. People were regarded as passive
receivers of development informa on. These top-down approaches have been
cri cized on both theore cal and prac cal grounds (Akintunde 2006).
Many analysts contend that mainstream development strategies increased the
socio-economic inequali es in most countries. .The search for a diﬀerent vision
and alterna ve approach in development prac ces and empowerment has
been linked to the role of communica on and people's par cipa on. Its
signiﬁcance consists in the a empt to transform people from passive
recipients into ac ve agents of development eﬀorts. The central focus of this
alterna ve development approach advocates for people's par cipa on and
empowerment.
Today major agencies and development organisa ons adopt the concept of
par cipa on or par cipatory development communica on in order to
improve project and programme eﬃciency, eﬀec veness, sustainability and to
promote stakeholder's capability, self-reliance and empowerment
(Karl,2000).Communica on for development is focused on sharing of
knowledge and insight about the process of enabling disadvantaged groups to
increase control over their own lives and environment.(Ramirez 1990)
The UN Millennium Development Goals call for not only greater ﬁnancial
commitment in interna onal assistance programs but also innova ve
strategies to tackle the serious economic, health, educa on, empowerment
and other basic human rights problems in the developing world. The third goal
basically is to promote gender equality and women empowerment. The
renewed interests by various organisa ons and agencies in global
development provide an opportunity for development prac oners to
integrate established methods and communica on approaches into larger
development ini a ves in a greater scale.
Those who conceive development as a process of social transforma on view
par cipatory communica on as a necessary instrument and condi on for
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change to take place. One of such par cipatory approaches is par cipatory
video. Video has been used in rural development both as a process and as a
product. Its u lity as a process was illustrated by the Fogo Island experiment in
which the Memorial University of New Foundland and the Na onal Film Board
of Canada par cipated. Film and video screening brought problems of a
poli cal and economic nature into the open to be discussed, analyzed and
acted upon. In Chile, video was used for training thousands of members of
farmer's coopera ves. In Thailand, video was used in a na onal family planning
programme, where it proved its u lity in training rural ﬁeld health personnel of
all types. The uses varied with the context and place of use.
Dubey and Bhanja in Nair and White (1993:195) reveal that the video approach
used in the Tanzania year 16 project (1971-72), was based on the premise that
communica on is a necessary prerequisite for social and a tude change, that
rural popula ons that were involved in the process, have valuable informa on
and knowledge to transmit, and that video is the right medium to choose for
communica ng this.

The Concept of Par cipatory Video (PV)
Video is the use of semi-professional or professional videotaping for speciﬁc
purposes made for narrow audiences, with speciﬁc characteris cs and
interests. It can be shown either in a raw form or in an edited fashion (meaning
working on the video material that has been shot, cut and put together into an
eﬀec ve format). Video is one of the most important aspects of
communica on strategy which could be used in a more par cipatory and
interpersonal manner, hence we arrive at par cipatory video.
According to Nick and Lunch (2006), par cipatory video is a form of
par cipatory medium of communica on in which a group or community
creates her own ﬁlm. The idea behind this is that making a video is easy and
accessible, and video is an a rac ve tool which gives immediate results and is a
great way of bringing people together to collec vely explore issues, concerns
and problems that aﬀect their lives. It is primarily about process. The process
can be very empowering, enabling a group or community to take their own
ac ons to solve their own problems, and also to communicate their needs and
ideas to decision-makers or other groups and communi es. As such
Par cipatory Video (PV) can be a highly eﬀec ve tool to engage and mobilize
marginalized people, and to help them to implement their own forms of
sustainable development based on local needs.
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However, Shaw and Robertson (1997) note that the central aim of PV is to
develop par cipants' abili es and poten al by involving them in using video
equipment crea vely to record themselves and the world around them and to
tell their own stories. The speciﬁc technical and organiza onal skills learnt, and
the video tape produced, are part of the work, but it is the posi ve change that
is engendered.
According to Akintunde (2006), par cipatory video (PV) is an accessible,
interes ng, inclusive methodology that diﬀers fundamentally from tradi onal
ﬁlming, in which the focus is on crea ng a ﬁnished product. PV aims at
community empowerment and social change. O en, the process is more
important than the product. PV methodology breaks with the tradi onal ﬁlmmaking hierarchical rela onship between ac ve observer and passive subject.
The people concerned are in control right from the start. PV is thus a powerful
means of documen ng local people's experiences and aspira ons from their
own perspec ve.
According to Nick and Lunch (2006), there is much discussion among
par cipatory video prac oners about 'who holds the camera' – the farmers
themselves or 'professionals' whom the farmers direct. In this issue, we look at
both manufacturers. Development workers are integra ng this technology
into their daily community development work with a revolu onary impact. In
par cular, par cipatory video – an unscripted video produc on process
directed by communi es themselves – is changing the role of development
workers. Rather than being the principal analysts, planners and nego ators,
they are becoming facilitators who encourage and help communi es to
engage in these processes. PV allows communi es to analyze, plan and
nego ate among themselves, with other communi es, and with development
agencies and companies.
However, everyone knows how to tell a story and to show what it is they want
to show. Communi es can use video to document indigenous knowledge and
to record best prac ces. As with many such discussions, both posi ons are
valid, and in the end, it depends on the purpose for which par cipatory video is
being put to work. Not all video making in development has to be par cipatory
in order to be eﬀec ve. In Burkina Faso, for example, a hugely popular
television-based market informa on service for ca le and grain prices, TV
Koodo, has made a celebrity out of its puppet-goat presenter and has
transformed the nego a ng capacity of farmers at local markets.
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With what are essen ally nothing more than a collec on of consumer gadgets
originally intended for home movies of birthday par es and holidays,
communi es in the South can now reach a global audience – or a very local one
– telling their own stories unmediated by any external narra ves. Digital video
is a libera ng technology that can empower marginalized communi es around
the world solely on the o en ar ﬁcial conﬁnes and unnatural groupings that
can be generated by formal workshop contexts. PV can be carried out in these
informal workshop se ngs, and then the private can be taken into the public
sphere at community screenings. Users can therefore ensure that a variety of
perspec ves are included, and that everyone has the chance to contribute
Lunch (2006), clearly reveals that the origins of PV are largely contained in the
works of Don Snowden in the 1960s. Don Snowden, a Canadian who pioneered
the idea of using media to enable a people -centered community
development, has been documented to be the ﬁrst to experiment
Par cipatory Video. He worked in collabora on with a ﬁlm maker and an
agency in Canada to bring to bear his idea in a locality Fogo Island,
Newfoundland, a small ﬁshing community oﬀ the eastern coast of Canada. The
diﬀerent villagers on the island watched each other's videos and came to the
realiza on that they shared many of the same problems and that by working
together they could solve some of them. The ﬁlms, according to Lunch (2006),
were also shown to poli cians who lived too far away and were also busy to
actually visit the Island. As a result of this dialogue, government policies and
ac ons were changed because of the collabora ve techniques used. The
techniques developed by Snowden became known as the Fogo process and he
went on to apply the process all over the world un l he died in 1984. At this
point, it is necessary to state that par cipatory video has some unique
characteris cs that make it compelling to serve as a tool for empowerment.
Mefalopulos and Kambongera (2004) isolate some of the characteris cs as
follows:
 Par cipatory Video (PV) is a persuasive medium capable of drawing
people's a en on.
 It has high level of credibility in terms of coverage of reali es
 PV can be of immediate use; pictures and sounds are recorded
simultaneously and can be played back on the spot if a monitor is available.
 Once the equipment is purchased and well maintained, it has minimal
running costs.
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It can provide immediate feedback and argument for educa onal
purposes and raising awareness discussions.
When post – produc on is required, video allows a very eﬀec ve content
manipula on to reinforce the intended message or theme and make it
more appealing.
Modern video technology has made the opera on of video technology a
simple task within everyone's reach and It is an eﬀec ve medium for
document and monitoring community viewpoints to policy-makers and
decision – makers.

Par cipatory Video and Empowerment
The construct of empowerment means diﬀerent things to diﬀerent people,
and at the centre of the term is the idea of power. In popular parlance, the term
power may be used in mul farious contexts. For instance, we talk of the power
of man over nature or material things, and the power of man over man. Most
theorists of power prefer to restrict its use to power over human beings. Power
is the produc on of intended eﬀects. In other words, power denotes the ability
of a person to fulﬁll his desires or to achieve his objec ves. In view of the above,
Asnarulkhadi (1996) sees empowerment as the process by which individuals,
groups and communi es become able to take control of their circumstances
and achieve their goals thereby being able to work towards maximizing the
quality of their lives. Empowerment is the ability of individuals to gain control
socially, poli cally economically and psychologically through:
 Access to informa on, knowledge and skills
 Decision-making
 Individual self-eﬃcacy, community par cipa on and perceived control.
In other words, it is a process of change by which individuals or groups with
li le or no power gain the power and ability to make choices that aﬀect their
lives. Empowerment as expressed by World Bank (2002) involves the
expansion of freedom of choice and ac on of assets and capabili es to
par cipate in, nego ate with, inﬂuence, control and hold accountable
ins tu ons that aﬀect their lives. It is the process of giving a voice to a voiceless
people in order to allow them ﬁnd expression.
Okwori (1994) contends that empowerment is developing power with and
power within the people. He stresses that power with is a collec ve power and
it is in use when all members of a group have equal say in decisions that aﬀect
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the group and when each member's point of view is respected and taken into
considera on. When this type of power is present, groups perform be er
because they make use of the knowledge and experience of every member.
The power within is what an individual experiences when he feels conﬁdent in
his right and ability to inﬂuence the decision that aﬀects her and her group. He
further posits that this power comes from awareness from the knowledge of
one's capabili es, resources, limita ons and challenges. Once a people gain
power, they are able to resist and destroy the condi ons that dis-empower
them.
Empowerment however, is achievable through certain processes which are
imbued with popular par cipa on and democra c inten ons. It is this context
of empowerment that par cipatory video is conceived as a tool for social
change.It is therefore, per nent to discuss how par cipatory video can be used
to enhance it. Video can be used in a construc ve way, by shi ing the
produc on process from the experts to the stakeholders in the community to
increase their awareness about speciﬁc development problems and s mulate
local discussion of possible solu ons.
It is relevant to point out that ac ve par cipa on is an essen al component of
par cipatory video. Based on this, Shaw and Robertson (1997) note that group
members within a community operate the equipment by themselves from the
very start and the primary aim is the development of the control over their own
work. Used in this way, par cipatory video can be an eﬀec ve tool in
s mula ng par cipa on and communica on capable of empowering the
people. Through hands-on use of the video equipment and the process of
recording and playback, par cipants can develop the conﬁdence and skill to
speak for themselves as well as crea ng awareness about themselves and their
ideas. The presence of the camera promotes interac on and discussion, and
encourages par cipants to look cri cally at their lives.
Par cipatory Video can also provide a means for the people to communicate
their ideas and aspira ons both horizontally to each other and their own or
diﬀerent communi es, as well as ver cally to planners, funders, policy-makers
and poli cians. It can thus be a means for people to take a more ac ve part in
decisions that impact on them. Video is undoubtedly one of the most suitable
par cipatory tools for genera ng interac on.
Reinforcing this posi on, Dubey and Bhanja in Nair and White (1993) remark
that par cipatory video has the ability to present a message to a community in
moving images and sound immediately. Unlike movies, par cipatory video
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does not require processing nor sophis cated training to operate. It can be
easily handled even by illiterate rural folk and it is portable. It can be carried by
bullock cart, camel or horse, or by people in their hands. The portable colour
camera, video tape recorder, and monitor all operate on ba eries, so are not
dependent on electricity networks. PV is seen as an ideal medium to promote
audio-visual literacy for mo va on, a tude change, behaviour
reinforcement, entertainment community par cipa on and empowerment.
Nair and White (1993) correctly observe that the video revolu on has made it
possible for the powerless to create their own messages – share common
experiences, ques on the absolute control over mass media exercised by the
power elite – retaining the power of communica on within their own
community to some extent. Nair and White further reveal that experiments
with small formal par cipatory video have demonstrated its empowerment
poten al. In the same vein, Williamson (1988) reports that in 1967, an early
experiment as a part of Canada's war on poverty brought forth the 'Fogo
Process.' The powerful u liza on of video for empowerment is what is referred
to as 'Fogo Process.' The Fogo Process' is essen ally a process of pu ng video
in the hands of the people and was acclaimed by Williamson (1988) as:
a powerful means for involving people in a process which enhances self
awareness, self conﬁdence and self-empowerment through objec ve
reﬂec on, consensus, community ac on, structural change and par cipa on
in development which improves the quality of life for those who engage in it.
In the Fogo Process as described above, Garland (2004) notes that PV is used to
introduce an issue and is followed by a community discussion. The discussion is
captured and shown to the community a erward where it triggers other
discussions to bring forth a consensus for ac on. Thinking along the same line,
Balit (2003) remarks that par cipatory video, has for many years, been
successfully used for interac ve planning, empowerment and sharing of
knowledge with the disadvantaged individuals and communi es. Visual
images are powerful tools for communica ng with illiterate audiences. Cheap,
easy-to handle video and audio equipment have enabled communi es to
master produc on skills thus giving them access to and control over the tools
for informa on and communica on genera on and exchange.
Garland (2004) argues further that PV is o en used to illustrate a given
problem or to demonstrate a given solu on, by way of a programme put
together by the research team produced elsewhere. In cases where the video
is used by a research team, it is always more eﬀec ve when it is done in a
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par cipatory way, including community members, in the planning scenario
development and realiza on.
However, in the furtherance of analysis on video and empowerment, Ansah
(1991) states that (FAO) has introduced an innova ve methodology known as
Audio – Visual Pedagogy (AVP) that is based on the principle that the best form
of learning is that achieved by doing. Relevant problems are discussed and
addressed in the ﬁeld jointly by the extensionists and the farmers. Out of this
interac on, a pedagogical package, which contains learning issues decided
jointly by the extensionists with the farmers, is developed with video at its
centre. Problems are discussed and addressed with the support of the PV.
The old model Sender – Medium – Receiver has been changed into the
Interlocutor – Medium – Interlocutor, (very similar to the model used by the
Southern African Development Community – Centre of Communica on for
Development – SADC – CCD). PV is then planned, produced and played back by
the community for the community. When used in this interac ve and
par cipatory fashion, PV can be a very valuable asset both for community
empowerment and for any development project or programme. It can also
reinforce people's par cipa on in their own development by enabling groups
and communi es to diagnose the problems they face, handle challenges, make
well-informed decisions, inﬂuence the direc on of their own lives, mobilize for
ac ons and assume responsibility for their own corporate and individual wellbeing.
Apart from FAO's methodology of using PV for empowerment, there are other
approaches to the use of the PV for communal empowerment. For example,
Andrien (1994) points out that when discussing a developmental issue, for
instance, the debate can be recorded by the video and then shown to other
people (with or without edi ng). Very o en, that is enough to s r a lively
discussion and raise people's awareness on what is being discussed. PV can act
as a ﬁlter to express people's opinions thus making them more impersonal and
less sensi ve to personal cri cism. Such is the power of PV that it can also be
eﬀec vely used to revert the tradi onal mass media top-down approach into a
bo om-up one.
Furthermore, it can also be said that PV can be eﬀec vely used for advocacy in
order to allow the community's voice to be heard. PV has a very powerful eﬀect
that can be easily and rapidly mul plied by showing it to a number of people or
organiza ons. In such an instance, PV does not need to have extensive
prepara ons or post – produc on ac vi es. The poor technical condi ons in
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which the message is presented can actually reinforce the immediacy and
impact of what has been said.
It can be said that PV also can be used eﬀec vely for monitoring and evalua on
of communal projects that are aimed at people's empowerment. This aspect
could be done by the community and video experts. The prepara ons for this
should be however done in a par cipatory manner. Indicators and checkpoints
to be monitored and videotaped should be decided jointly with the community
usually if properly done, this material can be used to produce a video on the
whole process thus documen ng, informing and promo ng the project's
achievement in the context of empowerment.

The Video SEWA
The Self Employed Women's Associa on (SEWA) is a trade union formed in
1972 in the city of Ahmedabad in Gujarat, India. SEWA began to ﬁght for the
rights of the majority of women workers in the city — those involved in the selfemployed sector of the economy. SEWA is both an organiza on and a
movement with each strengthening and carrying forward the other. As a
conﬂuence of three movements, (namely the labour movement, the
coopera ve movement and the women's movement), it especially enhances
the SEWA movement. Gandhian policy is the inspira on for SEWA. The poor
self-employed SEWA members organize for social change through the path of
non-violence and truth. SEWA organizes women to enter the mainstream of
the economy through the twin strategies of struggle and development. The
struggle is against the many constraints and limita ons imposed on them by
society and the economy; while development ac vi es strengthen their
bargaining power and oﬀer them new alterna ves.
Video SEWA, according to Suleiman (2009), is a collec on of women from
varied backgrounds who have produced over one hundred ﬁlms [videos] and
made them available to the public. Because of the extraordinary women who
make them, the ﬁlms [videos] have a tendency to teach extraordinary things
which one would not learn anywhere else; like the training video on smokeless
stoves, which shows that women who use ordinary kerosene stoves inhale as
much smoke daily as they would if they smoked a packet of cigare es.
Besides having been successful in crea ng visibility for the issues of selfemployed women and inﬂuencing policymakers, and other than contribu ng
to empower new community leaders, Video SEWA has made important
contribu ons as an internal training and orienta on tool and in suppor ng
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SEWA's legal ac ons, explaining how to build smokeless stoves, how to treat
diarrhea, or how to use SEWA's savings and credit services. When organizing in
rural villages and urban slums, video produc ons can act as a magnet for
people to meet and start discussions on the issues portrayed. Video SEWA is an
eﬀec ve tool for encouraging par cipa on and enabling awareness building
and empowerment.
According to John and Katherine (1984), SEWA carries out the struggles on
behalf of its members. These struggles are at the level of exploita on faced
directly by the members; at the level of implementa on of laws and dealings
with oﬃcials; and at the level of policy and legisla on formula on. First
development takes the form of helping members to create their own
coopera ves and groups. The coopera ves move towards early self-reliance,
thereby oﬀering an alterna ve, a non-exploita ve method of employment to
the producer. Social security is another form of development, where the
member is able to gain access to such social services and beneﬁts as health
care, childcare, savings and insurance. Any self-employed woman in India can
become a member of SEWA by paying a membership fee of 5 Rupees per year.
Every three years, the members elect their representa ves to the Trade
Council, who in turn elect the highest decision-making body, the twenty-ﬁve
member Execu ve Commi ee. Four commi ed and experienced SEWA
organizers are also elected to the Execu ve Commi ee. This body represents
the major trades and occupa ons of SEWA members.

Video SEWA and Empowerment Process
Over its several years of existence, Video SEWA has shown that even an
apparently sophis cated technology, like video, can be used eﬀec vely by
workers and the power of the medium and its poten al for organising the poor
by raising awareness and bringing issues to the forefront is beyond doubt.
Suleiman (2009) observes that in 1984, the late Martha Stuart, an interna onal
video communica ons consultant, came to Gujarat from New York and held a
three-week video produc on workshop at SEWA (Self-Employed Women's
Associa on). Twenty women, most of them illiterate, took the workshop and
began to make videos. The group included women of all ages, some Muslims
and some Hindus, vendors from the market, as well as senior organizers from
SEWA.
For three years they had no edi ng equipment or exper se, so they shot their
video produc ons in sequence. A second installment of equipment and
training, including edi ng equipment and training, was introduced in 1987. A
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new training was held in 1994; 15 grassroots women were taught to handle the
video equipment, in prepara on for star ng village-level communica on
centres in the rural areas. By 1999 there were four permanent staﬀ members at
Video SEWA, but many women take part as they are needed. Video SEWA has
been making simple, appropriate and modern video technology available to
SEWA members, SEWA organizers, policymakers and planners at regional,
na onal and interna onal levels and to the public in general. Videos on issues
of the self-employed are shot, edited and replayed by workers themselves.
The women who produced these tapes can conceptualize a script, shoot,
record sound, and edit, though many of them cannot ﬁnd the tape on the shelf
when they need it, because they cannot read or write. Screening videos has
become an important part of workers' educa on classes at SEWA. They give
new members the opportunity to see and understand issues pertaining to their
own and other trade groups. Watching tapes helps new members feel a
connec on with a larger movement. SEWA Video helps by bridging barriers of
distance, class and culture so that people of very diﬀerent backgrounds can
grasp and empathize with each other's concerns; the video messages also help
to make understanding in situa ons where a face-to-face mee ng would not.
The video team members are non-professionals who use sophis cated
technology eﬀec vely. They can make a short documentary edited “in
camera,” as well as a broadcast-quality documentary, depending on the need.
Some mes their target audience is one person (e.g., a local authority) and
some mes the target is hundreds of thousands. For the 1991 census Video
SEWA produced My Work, Myself, a ﬁ een minute programme addressed to
Gujara women, which reached an audience of approximately a half-million
women through casse e playbacks and was broadcast on state television.
(Dagron 1991)
SEWA videos are used for diﬀerent purposes. Some, like Manek Chowk, was an
advocacy tool that helped to raise consciousness. Others are training
produc ons, such as the videos about oral rehydra on therapy and building
smokeless stoves. The women record signiﬁcant events at SEWA, as well as
outside, and their news clips have been used na onally and interna onally.
They hold regular training courses and have an ambi ous plan for
communica on centres all over India. Video has become an important
instrument for SEWA and has contributed to the strengthening and
empowerment of the organiza on for social change.
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Garland (2004) observes that Video SEWA makes the use of video very simple.
They come with ba eries that can last up to 7 or 8 hours, and can ﬁt in a small
back pack. They also have a screen that can be used not only to capture but also
to show immediately these images to a small group of people. They are very
easy to learn, handle and therefore cons tute a good tool that women can use
by themselves. Garland (2004) argues further that, Video SEWA is usually
used to illustrate a given problem or to demonstrate a given solu on, by way of
a programme put together by the research team produced elsewhere. In cases
where the video is used by a research team, it is always more eﬀec ve when it
is done in a par cipatory way, including community members, in the planning
scenario development and realisa on.
Similarly, Nair and White (1993) recount that one of the most comprehensive
and impelling projects demonstra ng the power of video for collec ve social
ac on and change is SEWA project in Gujarat, India which trained illiterate
women to communicate via video. SEWA was a trade union which was ﬁgh ng
for basic rights. Stewart (1990:49-59) discusses the far-reaching impact of this
video:
It is an appropriate and powerful tool for transpor ng local experience from
place to place quickly to inspire construc ve ac on elsewhere. What is
universal is the adaptability of this technology and its par cular advantage in
the hands of local people. Video SEWA has crea vely adapted this medium to
grassroots struggle and development. The ﬂexibility and adaptability of video
may be its most signiﬁcant characteris cs......at the local level, video SEWA
puts illiterate viewers as well as literate producers on a par with their illiterate
counterparts, thus levelling or equalizing element that can transform
rela onships, support a high level of par cipa on and have great impact. It is
also be used to develop and send video le ers for experience sharing and for
advocacy to authority.
Besides having been successful in crea ng visibility for the issues of selfemployed women and inﬂuencing policymakers, and other than contribu ng
to empower new community leaders, Video SEWA has made important
contribu ons as an internal training and orienta on tool. Video ac vi es have
been instrumental in suppor ng SEWA's legal ac ons, empowering the
women on how to build smokeless stoves, how to treat diarrhea, or how to use
SEWA's savings and credit services. When organising in rural villages and urban
slums, video SEWA produc ons act as a magnet for people to meet and start
discussions on the issues portrayed which is an eﬀec ve tool for encouraging
par cipa on and enabling awareness building and empowerment.
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Via par cipatory video, SEWA is also encouraging people to get tested for
HIV/AIDS, thus promo ng healthy ways of living and rebuilding self-esteem. It
is also helping to build group solidarity by enabling members to tell their own
stories and to ﬁlm themselves engaging in diﬀerent agricultural ac vi es.
Communica on and awareness raising are among the most eﬀec ve weapons
in the ﬁght against poverty and diseases, and par cipatory video is a powerful
technology of communica on indeed. According to Making Waves (1984),
SEWA trains and empowers her members by pu ng camera in their hands.
A er the ini al training, the video team prac sed and experimented with the
skills they had learned. SEWA union did not pressure the team to produce
results immediately. Video producers were given func onal literacy in twenty
video words, which has enabled them to operate any piece of equipment. For
the ﬁrst three years they operated without edi ng equipment, the edi ng was
done “in-camera” by shoo ng the sequences in good order.
SEWA uses video to mo vate, mobilise and train their exis ng members, to
organize new trade groups and new members in the exis ng trade groups.
Their produc ons are used for teaching, informing and orien ng one another
and their immediate environment. Video SEWA members lead and facilitate
group discussions when their programmes are used. The instant playback
feature of video is one of its most empowering quali es; it enables con nuous
par cipa on and immediate feedback. This aspect allows those who are the
subject and those who run the technology to collaborate as equals.
Dubey and Bhanj (1993) also reveal that Video SEWA has the ability to present
a message to a community in moving images and sound immediately. Unlike
movies, It does not require processing nor sophis cated training to operate. It
can be carried by bullock cart, camel or horse, or by people in their hands.
Video SEWA is seen as an ideal medium to promote audio-visual literacy for
mo va on, a tude change, behaviour reinforcement, community
par cipa on and entertainment.
Nair and White (1993) vividly observe that SEWA revolu on has made it
possible for the powerless to create their own messages – share common
experiences, ques on the absolute control over mass media exercised by the
power elite – retaining the power of communica on within their own
community to some extent. Experiments with small women group in Gujarat
have demonstrated its empowerment poten al by pu ng video in the hands
of the people and was acclaimed by Williamson (1988:15) as a powerful means
for involving people in a process which enhances self-awareness, self-
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conﬁdence and self-empowerment through objec ve reﬂec on, consensus
community ac on, structural change and par cipa on in development which
improves the quality of life for those who engage in it.
In view of the above posi on, Garland (2004) notes that video SEWA
introduces issues and are followed by a community discussion. The discussion
is captured and shown to the community a erward where it triggers other
discussions to bring forth a consensus for ac on. Thinking along the same line,
Balit (2003:43) remarks that this interac ve video, has for many years, been
successfully used for par cipatory planning, empowerment and sharing of
knowledge with disadvantaged individuals and communi es. The video, being
cheap and easy-to-handle, has enabled community women to master
produc on skills, thus giving them access to and control over the tools for
informa on and communica on genera on and exchange.
Despite the strength of video SEWA, it is worthy of note to state that the
methodology itself has its limita ons and constraints. The women who
operate the video do not ﬁnd it easy to engage in video work. They have had to
deal with astonished husbands and neighbours who disapprove of their late
hours. “I would get up at three o'clock every morning so I could do all the
housework before I went to work, so then my husband could not complain,”
says Darshana P, one of the community women that par cipate in the process.
“S ll he used to get angry at me. Now that some of our videos have come on TV,
he shows oﬀ to people about me: 'my wife uses a camera!” The group has
enough challenges in the process of using video for social change. Technical
know-how is at a premium, as it is hard to ﬁnd people to help them. They recall
a me in a remote village where they were shoo ng a scene when the portable
tape deck stopped func oning. Afraid of lost me, money and opportunity,
Darshana P. brought out a screwdriver, took everything apart, and put it back
together in perfect working order. They have had to face the prejudices of the
local experts on video equipment, who refuse to hold workshops for illiterate
people. They have dealt with the vagaries of the na onal television network,
which uses their videotape some mes, and censors them for bizarre reasons at
other mes. Despite this constraint, SEWA video is resilient and enduring. It is
changing the role of development workers; rather than being the principal
analysts, planners and nego ators, they are becoming facilitators who
encourage and help communi es to engage in these processes. It allows
community women to analyze, plan and nego ate among themselves, with
other communi es, and with development agencies and companies. It is an
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accessible, interes ng, inclusive methodology that diﬀers fundamentally from
tradi onal ﬁlming, in which the focus is on crea ng a ﬁnished product. It aims
at community empowerment and development.
Par cipatory video is a veritable tool for development and SEWA takes
advantage of this medium to advance and drive social change. However, it
should be noted that the medium may not eﬀec vely foster a change if it is not
properly deployed. The result may not be impressive if used for interven ons
without appropriate knowledge. Therefore, in order to maximize the handling
of the camera for eﬀec ve empowerment, the following should be put into
considera on:
- Explain to the people that the video captures both sound and pictures.
Teach one person how to plug in the microphone and demonstrate how to
handle it.
- Tell the group that the most delicate parts of a camera are the lens and the
screen – explain that they are like the human eye and can be damaged by
ﬁngers and dirt.
- Teach a person how to zoom and let the person try zooming in and out
asking them to frame just the head and shoulders of the person si ng
opposite them. Then, making eye contact, they should ask the person
opposite if they are ready, then begin ﬁlming. A er the person has learnt,
he operates it and teaches the next person how to operate un l everyone
in the circle has learnt and ﬁlmed including the facilitator.
- A er ﬁlming, the ﬁrst person hands the camera to the person si ng next
to him or her (e.g. in a clockwise direc on) and the person talking also
hands the microphone to the next person – the process is repeated un l
everyone in the circle has had a chance to ﬁlm and talk, including the
facilitator, so that when handing over the camera, the par cipant (rather
than the facilitator) explains how to use it.
- A er everyone has learnt and ﬁlmed, the facilitator would ask one of the
par cipants to rewind the tape and plug wires into the monitor and then
play back footage immediately to the group. Now the learning begins and
the reality of empowerment begins to take a hold on the people. A lot of
methods can be used in the process of using PV for people's
empowerment. Such methods include interviews, story board technique
community discussion, visioning , mee ngs, drama za on,
poetry/storytelling, singing to men on just a few.
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Par cipants rapidly learn how to use video equipment through games
and exercises.
Facilitators help community groups to analyze important issues and
iden fy local solu ons using par cipatory approaches.
Par cipants direct and ﬁlm their own video messages.
Rough footage is shown to the wider community at village screenings,
se ng in mo on a dynamic exchange of ideas and percep ons.
Par cipants either learn how to edit video using simple edi ng
so ware, or the video is edited by professionals, but under the
direc on of the par cipants themselves, depending on the me
available, the purpose of the video and the par cipants' computer
literacy levels.
The completed ﬁlms can be used to raise awareness and exchanges
between various target groups.

Conclusion
Using PV to s mulate people's empowerment is a ma er of process and the
process must be properly packaged and implemented appropriately. The PV
empowerment process with a community must respect ini al contact with the
local people to establish rela onship and cast the vision through the village
head and to discuss the PV process and logis cs with the community
representa ves to par cipate in the process. Permission for working with a
community must be granted before any planning and this may be done
through a trusted intermediary such as a local Non-Governmental
Organiza on (NGO) or representa ve. Part of the PV process also requires the
development workers conduc ng some basic research to get basic ecological,
anthropological and geographical data about the community under study.
Par cipatory video is endogenous communica on tool that can be deployed to
foster communal development. It has the capacity to enhance cultural
con nuity and hence sustainable change. As an interac ve channel of
communica on, it gives the local people the opportunity to par cipate in
development programmes and allows local people to be involved in the
message development and dissemina on; and to communicate with
themselves, decision- makers and development experts in reaching a decision
on development programmes that aﬀect their wellbeing. This, the author
believes, would enhance the reten on and control of the indigenous
programmes, which will enhance sustainability. This supports the school of
thought that is promo ng a bo om-up approach to development.
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Par cipatory video as an indigenous communica on fosters a sense of
belonging required for sustainable development. Ignoring a system of
communica on like this especially for rural interven ons could result in
inappropriate development. So, development programmes can use the PV
communica on, which encourages people -oriented development and hence
eﬀec veness and eﬃciency in outcome. The PV as a communica on tool
would con nue to be relevant for as long as there are tradi onal socie es or
se ngs. To con nue to rely on conven onal media to drive rural change
ini a ves may not empower the rural dwellers and eﬀec vely unlock their
poten als. Exogenous or mainstream media have limited range in Africa. They
are urban centric, manipula ve, lack immediate feedback and are aﬀected by
audience literacy level. They are also more likely to be aﬀected by noise, which
causes distor on and aﬀects the range of communica on. Rural interven ons
should therefore mainstream the indigenous knowledge and media especially
the use of par cipatory video.
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