CHAPTER 5%

FPitara: A S5imply Written News and
Features Magazine for Readers with
Low Levels of Literacy

Shalini Joshi

FPitara Is a bi-monthly news and [eatures magazine published in Hindi by
MNiramtar, a resource group based in Mew Delhi working in the area of
wamen and education. Our activities include creating gender-sensitive
Information. publications, training, documentation and action research.
Pitara was launched in 19%4 to provide appropriate reading material for
people with low levels of literacy. There is a dearth of such material and
the material that does exist tends to be dull and didactic in content and
wrillen in a language and style which s not sufficlently simple. With
readers in rural areas, whao have little or no access to entertainment or
information, we lell that such a publication would meet & real need,
The target readership of Prigeo is necditerate and semi-lilerate read-
ers, including both men and women, [ containg a variely of material—
current affairs, stories, articles relating Lo development, the law and the
environment. Aitora’s working principle is to be Ssimple but not simplis-
tie”, & principle it applies to complex issues too, It secks (o be infarma-
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tive as well as entertaining. A gender perspective informs the entire
content. The magazine often incorporates issues that relate to disadvan-
taged sections of society, including tribals, ‘backward’ castes and other
minority groups.

The magazine is sent out to individual subscribers and distributed
through Total Literacy Campalgns, non-governmental organisations,
women's groups and development agencies all over the Hindi-speaking
belt, and also in some non-Hindl speaking states,

The Need to Sustain Literacy

Much has been done by Total Literacy Campaigns, NGOs, women's
programmes and athers to help millions across India to achieve literacy
This has involved organising literacy camps, setting up literacy centres,
and creating forums for the dizsemination of information.

Howewer, newly learned literacy skills are very Iragile. In the absence
of a reading culture and without conlinuing access to 'appropriate read-
ing materlal’, these skills instead of being consolidated can be lost quite
easlly. The same is the case [or semi-literates, for Instance, those who
have dropped out of school after the fifth standard, Here too, lack of
‘practice’ in reading and writing over time can easily lead to the loss of
literacy skills.

To sustain literacy, bullding on what has been achicved through the
Total Literacy Campalgns and what has been learned in school, it is
important that appropriate reading material be published and distrib-
uted, material which is specifically produced lor neoJiterate and semi-
literate readers.

It is just as cruclal to understand what is meant by ‘appropriate read-
Ing material’. The language and style of most mainstream news papers,
magazines and other literature is far too difficult; it uses complex v
cabularies which are way beyvond the scope of a neo-literate reader, Bul
also, the material that is specially created for this readership is usually
exceadingly dull and preaches worthy messages which are deemed
necassary (by us) (or the poor {them) to help them Improve their lives.

There is also a tendency to tell readers about the way things “should”
e, Cleanliness, hygiene, family planning and vaccination are often the
subject matter of such publications, The image of rural people as being
ignarant, dirty and lazy s often relnforced, Women's issues are seldom
discussed, and women are almost always portraved within the steren-
tvped context of performing hovsehold tasks or being part of the scen-
ery Instead of central to the plof itsclf
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Compare Lhis material to what ‘we’, the efducated, like Lo read. We are
literally spoiled for choice. Far more information s available than we
can passibly read. We are curious 1o hear aboul news lrom the wider
workl and about current events, And we read for enterianment-—nov-
gls. romance, thrillers, science liction, etc. We regard access Lo enjoy-
able and useful reading matter as an inalienable right,

Why then should readers in rural areas have such a limited range af
reading material available to them? Why is ‘helr' need different rom
“ours’? Why is their right 1o literacy and education nol complemented
by an equally important right (o regular access i enjovahle and infor-
malive reading material”?

The inadequacy of our perception of what rural readers need came
across clearly al a warkshop thal we conducted with the fieldworkers
ol a south Bihar NGO. All participants were asked 10 tell us what sort of
wrilten material they like 1o read, They were then asked to describe what
they imagined village-level readers would like 1o read. Both sets of re-
sponses were noted. The disparity (s striking.

The NGO workers wanted 1o read about:

o current affairs including palitical news;

* |ove stories, lolk stories, religious stories;
® jegal information:

* pew, interesling. unusual information;

® jokes and comics;

* sports news, and

® il magazines,

Their views of what a village-level audience would like Lo read ineluaded:

¢ msues related to women, such as dowry and rape;
s information related to health, including diseases and cures; and
® gpcial issues and inspiring examples of change.

Why do we imagine that their needs do not include enterlaining rending
matter such as jokes and comics, sports {eatures and film magazines?

The Format and Content of Pitara

The divide belween what readers wani and what is provided to them,
and the underlying notions of “doing goeod” and "Bettering people’s lives’
reflects in most of the little reading material published for neceliterale
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and semi-iterate readers. Inan attempt to redress this situation, Nirantan
started producing Pifara as a monthly news and features magazine In
1994, However, the need to get feedback and develop a dissemination
strategy eventually led us to turn it into a bi-monthly,

Why the name Prtara? We were keen to select a name that reflected
wvariety and the range of issues that the magazine would cover, and which
wiould also communicate a sense of creativity and fun. We hit upon Pitang,
traditionally a chest or basket containing a varety of interesting things,

From a News and Features
Service to a Magazine

Far the first year, Fitero was a news and [eatures service, It consisted of
items written on separate pages which were then clipped together. The
fdea was that organisations could then adapt and use all or some sec-
tlons as resource materlal for thetr own work at the local level simply
by selecting and using the pages they needed,

From the feedback we gathered that Pilar was mastly belng used as
direct reading material. This was because using Pitare a5 resourcs mate
rlal and adapting it to meet local needs clearly required additional ef-
foort, There was also a sanctity that people gave to the package, and the
ides of unclipping the pages and wsing them separately was unpalat-
able, Therefore, we changed (o a magazine lormat, which conlinues Lill
the present day,

Pitara’s Content: Bridging the Gap between ‘Us’
and "Them'

The content of Pitara seeks to challenge prevailing altitudes and pereep-
tions of the reading habits and information needs of people who have
loow levels of education. While neo-literate and semi-literate readers do
resquire material which helps them achieve a better quality of life and
reflects their ovwmn situation and experiences, there is no reasonwhy they
ghoaild nist or cannot read abowt things and events which are new to
them, which give them a range of different Information, and which are
nat abways 'serlous”. Each issue of PFitera tries to strike a balance hetween
complex, Information-heavy items and lighter stories, and aims to intro-
duce new ideas, Pitam’s content Incliudes:
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Current Affairs

Pifara covers lopical national, and sometimes interpational, news items.
Mews [tems try 1o be unbiasced. presenting both sides ol any argument
and ralsing questions al Lhe end lor readers whao are able (o relate to
issues outslde thelr Immediabe concern. For example, readers in rural
Haryana could immediately relate Lo an article on the sulcides commit-
ted by cotton farmers in Andbra Pradesh. Crop fallure due tooan over-
dose of pesticides was the cause, which they understood. But the article
also ratsed larger issues about the development policies being pursued
by the atate,

samen af g Confimaing Sdecation Cearee i Maadi Distncr, Reeding the
Arficle ar Dally Clarieg’ in Pitara
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An article on the issue of cloning wrillen after Dolly, the first sheep
to be cloned, led to a discussion amongst a group of women workers in
Kutch, Gujarat. There was a heated debate on the issue of ‘natire’ versus
Murture’, and the advantages and disadvaniages of seience tampering
wilhh human genetics,

Slories

Fitara includes dillerent types of stories in every Issue. Some are serious
and address issues related to gender, communalism, or develomment
The stories themsclves try to raise guestions for the readers, hapaiully,
without heing moralistic or message-loaded.

Another category is ‘meaningiul’ vet light stories “Hoti Banave lat 'is
an example of such a story, It talks about a man who wants to provie Lo
his wile that her work at home means nothing, 5o he takes over at home
ane day, while she goes to Lhe lields to do the work that he is responsible
for, He obviously has his hands full at home—cooking, cleaning, seeing
Eo the children, ete, He is terribly late, of course, but he is determined
Lo impress his wile by cooking her a really tasty dal. So alter a day of
[razzled nerves, e finally runs to her with great pride offering the food
he has cooked. She is indeed thrilled, but cannot stop laughing when
she sees her husband. He is perplexed and demands an explanation for
her laughter, She replies: 'dal fo ek bai fatii, por neeche o delho ' He
was so inundated with waork thal he forgot to wear his dhotl hefore Roing
out. This hilarious story has time and again served (o communicate the
message of how women's work at home is not vilued,

Humorous stories make up the third category, and these are meant
purely lor entertainment,

Women's [asiies

Unlike certain niche magazines, Prarn is not a magazine salely for women,
Some [tems, however, specifically address the needs of women, in FECOg-
nition of the fact that there are issues that are of immediate concern to
them,

A women's special issue was brought out to mark the occasion of
International Women's Day in March 2000, In il we focused on the more
recent cancerns of the women's movement, Some of these issues wers
explored through profiles of ‘ordinary’ women. These included single
women, victims of sexual harassment at the workplace, survivors of child
sexual abuse and women living in situations of political conflict.
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Culture and Lifestvies

Thereis a natural desire in us to know aboul how others Hve, wor k, what
they wear and eat, and what their cultures are like, Articles on oiher
societies and countries in Fitonr expose different cultures and ways of
living, These items have helped in breaking the notion of ‘this is the way
things have to be’, thereby [acilitating a process of questioning lile, as
we know it,

Fur example, an article on Eskimos caused much excitemen! and
wonder in a literacy centre for women and girls in Banda. Learners woere
asked whether they thought that the FEskimos were batter off than them.
An ammated debate (ollowed. Learners compared and cont rasted vari-
ous aspects of the Eskimos' lives with their own: 'they take only twe hotrs
to build @ home’; “they do rot have any jolis (castes]”; "they Bl erimals™ they
chanse Melr tn spogse”,

Understanding Everyday Phenomena

some articles also provide explanations for ‘mundane’ everviday things.
These are things and make us curtous and make us seek answers—Why
do firellies glow? Why do we feel sleepy alter eating? What causes day
and night?

In & recently workshop held with a group of facilitators of literacy
centres on the use of our material, the question “why does milk holl on
heating’ raised the curlosity of the participants, A guessed Teply was
thast "there must be germs in the milk which just hawve to get out once it's
heated, and therefore milk boils™, All of them admitted that thouglh they've
often wondered aboul several such ordinary things, they haven't been
able to find answers Lo all of them. Then they read the article with great
interest.

Develo pment Issues

We also provide information on development ssues—issues thal relate
to health, the Panchayati Raj, agriculture, liveliboods, ete. These articles
raise questions on the very nature of development and government
pelicies. Even here, the content is not always within the realm of the
lamiliar. For example, an article on forest fires in Indonesia talked about
1ssues related to small farmers and how the government was UTIF&8 [
sive Lo their needs. Women, who were part of a literacy programme in
Delhi, responded with concern and anger to this item.
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Entertainment

Inorder to address the need for entertaining material, jokes, riddles ol
short humorous pleces are regularly included. The idea behind this is
that reading should be fun. Homour for humour's sake! Jokes are always
popular, and very often they are read out even during training sesslons
in order 1o provide a break and to lighten the atmosphere.

Survey and Feedback

In 1999, Mirantar undertook a survey of readers In two districts (Bilaspur
inn Madhva Pradesh and Udaipur in Eajasthan) who had been receiving
and reading Pifara for more than two years, Some of the lindings were:

* Readers considered Pitara to be informative and interesting. Most
readers thought that Pirare gave authentic and unbiased news,

» Readers enjoyed reading the humorous stories, and liked articles on
other lifesiyles and cultures, They also felt that employment issues,
sports news, local news and religlous issues should also lind place
in the magazine,

» Readers wanted P Lo be more interactive and many of them were
Interested in writing for the magazine,

* Most readers felt that Pitara was a ‘'complete magazing', and it was
exactly what they wanted,

Some Comments from Readers
Received as Feedback

‘Pitara is my only link with the outside world.'—Raj Kumar Gupta, an
inmate in Masik Central Jail.

Sometimes when | read an Issue related to women in Pitarea, 1 les) that
the article is representing me and my world.'—Suneeta, a grassrools
activiat In Ranikhet district, Uttaranehal,

‘Pltara is different from all other magazines. 1 ook forward to receiving
it every time. ' —Mohammad Haroon, a journalist in Karvi, Uttar Pradesh.

‘el that the writers don't impose Lheir views on the readers in Fitara.
Instead they raise questions that make readers think on thelr own. Gender
issues are dealt with sensitively in Mo, These issues address both female
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as well as male readers of the magazine.'—Vasudha, a student of Delhi
Liniversity after reading one lssue of Pilfanr,

' enjoyed reading about computers and its use in Pifera, However, there
are people in my village who have not even seen a television screen. How
do vou expect them to understand this article? —Milani, a 28-year-old
domestic worker in Delhl who reads Pitorg regularly,

‘T and my wife do nol have any children, We read the article on lest-tube
bahies in Pitara. We too would like to go in for this process in order bo
have children'—Bhairen Singh, a reader In a village in Udaipur district
nf Rajasthan.

A fibpear-ald Neoditerale Women Reading Pitara to Orher Gpmen

Pitara's Style: Creative and Interesting

Material that talks down to people is boring and will hardly ever he
read. In Pitora, we make an effort to write in a way that Is allve and
respects readers, but, at the same time, is simple and informative
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Development issues never gl written in an essay style; they are geper-
ally built arcund an event. an incident, or even a story which forms {he
focus of the article, Dilemmas and conlradictions are discussed in the
slories and case studies. Rather than presenting the isswes in black and
white, we give them shades af Hrey.

Thus, while writing about Flavia Agnes, a lawver who experienced
domestic vielence, the article discussed her dilemmas, her negotiations
with her husband, her fears ol 'destroying her family' as part of her struggle,
instead of presenting it as a success story of a woman wha haed overcane
violence in her life.

stories dealing with serious social lssues will often have open end-
ings, "‘Maam’ is a simple story about a woman who is unaldle to give her
name to the man who is campiling the electoral rall, She is embarrassed
and her family and neighbours are unable to hielp her as she is only
referred to by her hushand's, father's or children's names. timately,
while visiting the village where she was born, her friend calls out her
name, The stary does oot make any kind of explicit statement al (e end,
but it forces the reader to think, This story has been used by several
tralners during gender training to initiate discussian on the identity of
a4 WO,

We try to avoid using explicit definitions when new torms and new
concepts are Introduced. Instead we weave the definition of the word
or the idea around a sentence. For example, while relerring to the wait-
ing room of the railway station, which nat all will pe familiar with, we
wrobe "Walk rflioay stalion ke vaslirnim geih mein agli train ka infezaar bar
b thi” For an item on whales, we had to first establish thal just like
there is a world on land, there is also an entire waorld of lving creatures
which exists under water.

In wriling for this particular conslituency, we constantly need to
question the concepts and contexts which midy ke familiar to us but may
nat be understood by the reader, Most of (e jargon of development
work necds to be avaided

Pitara’s Language: Writing Simply, Not
Simplistically

We try to write in the way we speak—this is an impartant working prin-
clpleof Piara, We attempt 1o avold formal and d ifficult words. Pure Hind|
i5 not the language of sell-expression and coammumication in most "Hindj
speaking states’. Mainstream Hindiis also an iconle symbaol of power and
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the powerful, While a wide range of reading material in Hindi i availahle,
it is usually written in a style thal is incomprehensible and intimidating

Having realised through feedback the limitations of material thal
requires a reasonable level of literacy, we created and lield tested much
simpler material aimed at those al the initial stages ol Ieracy, We used
a larger Lype size, shorter sentences, simpler words and almosi no con-
joints, One needs Lo recognise thal 1he situations n which necliterates
read will vary. Sometimes readers will have to negotiabe th material on
their own, and sometimes they might gel assistance from those who
have hetter reading skills,

Keeping in mind the levels of comprehension of our readers. sentences
in Fuirg are kepl short anid briel. Each sentence will not be more than
13 to 14 words (8 1o 10 for Uhose at the initial level of literacy). Each page
will nod contaln more than 250 to 270 words (170 ta 200 for thase at The
initial level). Simplifying the language, yet not simplitying the content,
and not talking down 1o people or thinking of them as ¢hildren—ihis is
the challenge,

Pitara's Design—Making the Magazine
Attractive to Readers

We try not lo include illustrations thal may look absolulely unfamiliar
or very urban or culturally very different—or worse, child-like—to the
reader. We often use photographs to llustrate a point. Readers are nol
able to relate to diagrams of particular parts of the body. which leaves
them wondering whether the person shown is physically challenged.
The use of bubbles to show thoughts or speech makes readers wonder
why there is a clond above the person’s head.

Wetry to use lots of illustrations and photographs. Apart from provid-
ing visual reliel by breaking up the text an the page. placing the illus-
tration or photo pext to the text it relates 1o, makes things much clearer
b Lhe readier.

Catchy Litles generate interest. For example, an article on the benefi
of iodised salt was entitled ‘swad By, sehat bhe, Readers told us that this
title aroused their curiosity. To avold any possible confusion or main-
tain clarity, lor serious development articles and news items, we sy
use a straightlorward title. Wee use a subtitle where the title is not straight-
forward. We signpost what is important. The cover of the magazine shows
the main leature and lsts three other interesting articies. This is done
to give readers a flavour of the ltems In Pitara.
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The type size of the magazine Is larger than usual, For readlers who
have 1o struggle with each word, comprehension becomes cven more
dilficult 1 the words are hard 1o read. We have not adopled the usual
practice of setting the text in more than one column, Columns imply a
siyle of reading that only the more literate are familiar with. Feedback
has shown us thal neo-literates have a problem with not knowing where
to read next when they reach the bottom line of 2 column.

How Pitara is Distributed

Initially, Pirara was sent Lo Total Literacy Campalgns and NGDs working
with nec-literates, From the lecuback we received, we discovered that
neo-literates were not the only readers. A number of letlers were sent o
us by semi-literate and even literate peaple who had read or heard of
Pitara. The magazine crossed the urban-rural boundary, and is being read
in gemi-urban areas and in big cities, During a visit to Bhopal, we met
journalists, doctors and governmenl employees who are avid Prtaea
readers,

During the study that we conducted in Bilaspur and Udaipur districts,
we realised that the magazine was shared not only within the family.
but also within the whobe village, Pitarg was being read not just by the
individual subscriber, but by a large number of people, alten before it
reached the subscriber

district & & Pitora subscriber. Her daughler’s lalher-in-low, who i
the local postman, is the [irst person to read Maohanmatl's copy ol
‘ Pitara. He then passcs it on to his davghter-in-aw. After she has read
It, she gives it to her hushand, and he to his brother. Only then does
|| Mohanmati pet to sce her copy.

( Mohianmatl, an B5year-ald woman in Gadgodi village ol Bilaspur

—

Pitara |s used by activists and volunteers of Tolal Literacy Campaigns
and NGOs as material thal can be used for generating discussions al
village meetings. Activists read it for themselves. The magazine helps
them get a balanced perspective and upgrade thedr skills. An activist
working with a grassroots organisation got so inspired by an article an
nurses riding mopeds i villages that she hersell staried learning (o ride
a misped.

h:m {rom Pitara arc used as training resource material. In particular,
items on health and panchavati raj have proved valuable as resource

ES—
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material for isswe-based (raining and discussions. Staries on women's
isgues have been used in gender training to Initlate a discussion.

Pitare 15 used at literacy camps and workshops conducted by NGOs
working with nec-literates. For example, Aastha, based in Udalpur, en-
larges articles from Pifore which it uses as reading material at its literacy
CaMmps.

Several local broadsheets and newsletters adapt and vuse items from
Fitara In their cwn publicaticens. Lighter items as well as more scrious
development items are used in this way. A lew reglonal non-Hindi broad-
sheets translate our material for their own use, Akshare Thanga, a broad-
sheet in Kannada, uses ltems from Pilarg in almost every issue,

Reaching Out to Readers

Fitare was distributed free of cost for ils lirst three years. The initial print
run was 1,000 copies. With a growing readership and more and mare
demand coming in [rom organisations, gradually the print run increased
to almost 20,000, This conlinosd until August 1997, the vear in which
we senl out letters to our readers requesting that they pay an anoual
subscriplion,

Pricing the Magazine

Pricing Pitara was something that we had been wanting to do for quite
sorme lime, There were several reasons [or Lhis:

o We did not want cur readers to take Pitera "for granted’. Several
arganisations had placed bulk orders for Piare. Whilst wesent coples
1o them, we were not very sure how they were being used, whether
they were being used at all. [f they had to pay, we lell that this would
indicate that they really liked and wanted to read Pirara.

* Pirgra was accessible to most individual readers elther through a
Total Literacy Campaign or through an NGO functicning in their
arca, Une of our objectives behind bringing cul Pifam was Lo make
this kind of reading material accessible to the maximum number of
people. However, to reach out Lo individuals outside these netwaorks
was a big challenge, One way we felt that we could achicve this was
through paid sales from some sort of retail outlet.
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* We also felt we needed to make Fitara linancially self-sustaining in
the long run. We had cbtained funding from donor organisations
and from the government, but we did not want to be dependent on
external funding for too long. We realised that subscripiions would
not cover the entire cost. vet they could contribute something

We sent letters to our readers asking [or a nominal annual subscription.
The subscription rate was initially set at Es 15 but was increased to Hs
A im 2000, For bulk orders, the rate was slightly [ower, We also realised
that in an environment where there was no culture of buying something
tir Fead, we needed to 'create a demand” for reading material. In order ta
do this and also to enthuse people about Pifara, we organised cultural
programmes (affos) around Mo insome villages inGurgaon, Haryana.
Whole villages turned up to sec plays, skits and songs whose themes
were Telated to the items in Pifara. This certainly created interest, but
was expenshve in terms of the human and financial resources invalved.

S0 we lried another experiment. We recrulted individuals as promot-
ers or ‘agents” of Pitorn, Insome areas of Delhi, Gurgaon and Uittar Pradesh,
wiz identified small shopkeepers, magazine and Lea stall owners, grass.
roots workers and others who were interested in acting in this capacily
The sales through this approach were ool very encouraging becaouss Lhe
profit margin that we offered cur agents was not bhigh enoogh (as com-
pared with other magazines), and we found it difficult to monitor the
performance of all the agents we had recruited.

We also tried distributing Fitera through the Central News Agency in
Delhl. Howewer, this only reached out to people who already had access
tooa lot of other reading material, and who were based in cities and
towns. For & newly literate person the ldea of approaching a magazine
atall oF A book shop in order to "huy’ reading material would be alien,

Tar try to improve our distribution, we sought the help of an expert in
rural market ing to review the Introduction of pald subscriptions and to
suggest mare effective ways of reaching out 1o the maximum numhber of
pl_'l::ph:. The s.l_ud:r' wnd conclucted in two digteicts of f'rT:'nl.‘lh'_t,l:i Pradesh
(which included a Total Literacy Campaign district) and Rajasthan {where
we selected a district where several NGOs were aclive), The main recom-
mendations of the independent consultant were:

* Toinclude areaders’ page ineachissue of Piam, which would contain
stories orF articles sent in by the readers,

* T have contests of competitions, which would encourage readers
to write for Pirare, This would also prowvide a farum to readars to
share Lheir experiences with aothers and send in news from thelr
ATEL
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* To network with government officials at the siate level for distrib-
uting Fuara through their networks.
* To ask activists of fivld-based NGOs to become promoters of Pifaera

To take forward this last recommendation, a system of agents and
supervisnrs was sel up in Tilonla district of Rajasthan with the help of
a local NGO, The three agents whom we had identified included a st
dent, a newspaper vendor and an NGO activist, Oul of the three, only Lhe
MG activist was really committed to the idea of promoting Pitara,

Alter experimenting with how to organise this method of distribution,
we have now arrived at a mechanism which we think is both eifective
and replicable for marketing a publication like Pt

NGO activists, volunteers and other fleld-level workers will become
igents of Fifara. These are people who are committed, who understand
the value of & magazine like Pitern and our concern of reaching ot fo
readers who are deprived of reading material, and for whom profit is ol
the major concern. They will take annual subseriplions from potential
readers {in contrast o selling individual copies). After Keeping a com-
mission of 10 per cent, they will send the remaining money along with
the address of the reader to Nirantar. We will then correspond directly
with the rearler,

Up until August 1938, when copies were heing distributed free, the
print run of Fitara was 20,000, and the number of copies actually distrib-
uled was approxtmately 17000, When we asked for subscriptions lor the
first time (In August 1993), the print run dropped to around 4,000, At
present we are printing 8200 coples, and the number of copies heing
distributed is 8,000, The number of organisations subscribing 1o Pifara
is 3,300 {this Includes both distribution through NGOs and Total Lit-
eracy Campalgns), The number of individual subscribers is 2,500,

We are cantinuing to look for mechanisms for Increasing our distrib-
tlon. We are also making efforts to develop links with other organisations
that bring out materials [or people with low levels of education. A first
initiative of stocking each others’ publications has heen taken by three
organisations—Eklavya, Bharal Gyan Vigvan Samiti and Mirantar,

The Mahila Dakiya Experience: Producing
Reading Material Locally

Being a centrally researched and written publication, Pitarg delinitely
hiss a wider outreach than material that is produced locally, However,
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material produced locally serves another purpose—making bocal news.
local issues and bocal information available to local people. The expe
rience af bringing out such material can also be an enfiching and em-
powering one lor the group involved, as is clear from the example of
Mahila Dakiva, a newspaper produced by a group of neo-lilerste and
semi-literate women in Uttar Pradesh,

Nirantar wanbed to lind other wavs ol creating news shests [or neo-
literates. We wanled to create a protolype [or a broadshesl newspaper,
Some members of Nirantar were placed al Lhe National Instifute of Adult
Education (NIAE} al that time. They staried to explore ways ol doing
this.

We wantesd to develop a way of working that actually lnvolved neo-
literates and semi-lilerates in both the writing and the production pro-
cesses, This, we hoped, would ultimately transfer skills and lead to the
setting up of o decentralised production unit, This effort resulied in the
creatlon of what 15 an entirely locally produced broadshect, Malil
Deabeiver

Like Pitara, Malila Dakiva was also eoncelved of at a stage when there
was little heing published lor women who had just become literate. Not
only was there a necd lor material thal could sustain thelr literacy skills,
but also lor malerial that would provide them with informalion and be
ahle to creale o lorum so that they coulid share their experiences and
ldeas.

Bath Nirantar and Mahila Samakhya (a government programime based
im Banda lor the education and empowerment of women} Telt that i
women negded material which was responsive to thelr needs, then they
should be part of creating the publication themselves, and in thelr own
language, This entailed running Eraining workshops in order to facilitate
the transfer of skills to the women who would edit and produce the
publication, who were mostly neo-literate and semi-literate

Ower the years, Moo Dakriva has become a weapon 10 report and
comment upon topical issues and maliers arising outside 1he Mahila
Samakhya programme. The newspaper includes lighter, humorous
ttems such as jokes; articles on other cullures; local news; and inlorma-
Ciom on gevernment schemes, whilsl keeping its main focus op women's
IssLEs,

The process of bringing out Maltle Dakiva regularly has been a con-
tinwous learning process for the leam. The news paper has given the leam
members recognition and respect not only within the community, bt
also by the administration, for providing information that s trug and
unbiased. The Mafde Dokiva team was chosen for Lhe Chamed Devil Award
for outstanding women journalists in 1936, the lirst time that this was
given 1o & group of rural women,
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Theexperiences of wamen have been covered in Wolidlo Dakiva, which
includes issues of gender, caste and class. While we cannot say that
these incidents have changed social structures and perceptions, they
have definitely browught them (o the centrestage as issues [or discussion
in the community.

Chver time Mahila Daekiv has gained the image of being a watchdog in
relation to these [ssues, Information on government funds, local incidents
of harassment and ofher such matters have been published in the paper
and this has made the community recognise the potential of the Aahific
Dafiya as an effective ool lor reporting and highlighting these issues,

This has resulted in a flood of letters from readers who are seeking
some form of redress for their grievances, Feedback from the cammunity
has proved beyond doubt that Makila Dokiva caters to every section of
the rural audience, that it knows the pulse of Lhe villagers, and that ils
form, style and language are all highly appreciated.

The experience ol bringing out Mahiie Dakiva has been an enriching
one for all concerned. It has provided many insights into what inlerests
women, whal they are interested in reading, what issues they give pri-
orily Lo, and the matters of visual lileracy.

Whilst the cxperience was empowering [or the Froup concernead, i
has remained a very localised experience. Inthe macro context, the reach
of such individual Initialives by themselves have their limitations unless
they are replicated widely. Training groups to bring out local material
would be a crucial factor since there Is a danger of locally produced
material being puorly written and produced, and therefore, being con-
sldered of low or little value. And there is the guestion of who can sustain
this kind of an initiative. Many grassrools groups may be inlerested in
prodlucing a community newspaper, hut they do not always have the
fime or Lhae hurman resources to carry Lhe idea forward

This approach contrasts with publishing centrally researched and
wrillen material. The content and reach of such material will definitely
be far wider, and it will be far better produced. But it Is nol an either;
or situation in terms of centrally/locally produced materials. Both have
value and both can be relevant and interesting to readers,

Some Challenges Facing Pitara

With the experience we have gained so far, we can begin to assess the
impact we are making and how we can improve what we are doing. The
following are some of the factors that have emerged and which appear
boe us bor be important:
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Creating a Demand for Books and Reading

Unie ol the objectives in bringing oul Pitorg was to réeach oul to as many
readers as possible with limited or newly acquired literacy skills and low
levels of formal education, A number ol siralegies were adopted to do
this. However, there |s not, at the momenl, a reading culture amongst
such people, certainly not for reading books or magazines. A conlribue-
tory lactor might be that there is not much available lor them to read.
Bul there is a still a nesd to create a demand for reading material.

The Problem of Pricing

Asking lor subscriptions from readers with very low incomes, who are
nol part of the book/magazinemewspaper reading culture, is an enor-
mos Challenge. Our interactions with readers in the past have shown
that buying something (o read, no malter what s price, s something
that ligures extremely low or not at all in their [0 of prioritics.

When we started to price farg and letlers requesting subscriptions
were senl out, many organksations elther did not respond at all or sule
stantlally reduced the number of coples ol Lthe magazine that they now
had 1o pay for. Our print run at this stage came down drastically. We are
now trying to redress this in several ways, incloding sending out leticrs
to heads of organisations and discussing the potential of Pirara wilh
organisations doing grassrools work, Despite this, the print run still
remaing lar lower than what il was,

Another issue with pricing is (he extent to which the need to sell
coplkEs will begin to infllvence editorial policy. Would this lead 1o the
inclusion of more “sensational” issues simply to increase circulation”
Whilst it is important Lo give readers whal Lhey want or need, this should
not mean compromising the objectives ol the publication.

Difficulties in Marketing

Our experiments with marketing Prorg through other channels have not
been very encouraging. Une question, to which we are struggling to find
a solution, is how alternative media can successfully tap mainstream
channels of distribution. While it may be bevond the capacity of any
organisation on its own to do this, a number of organisatbons logether
might collaborate 1o scl up a central distribution system for all Uhelr
publications. There i3 a need jor arganisations 10 create a forum (or
discussing such issues and finding some answers.
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Long-term Sustainahility

The issue of becaming Independent of donor supporl and suslainable
in the long term is crucial. Gur funding has been erratic and our depen-
dence on government funding has mean| long walts Tor renewal of the
grant, with the potential danger of some dedres of censorship over what
the magazine contains. Given this situation, we have found it exlrermely
Rard lo keep bringing out the magazine regularly and on schedule, We
know that subseriplions by themselves will not cover the costs ol prub-
lishing and distributing Pitara (see Box 6. 1). How then can we make it
independent of any large-scale fonding?

[ Box 6.1: Current income and where It comes from
Total annual income is Rs 14,62,324 from the fellowing sources:

Live Dwepirrtment of Educating Sulseripions
B, 15,350 1797680 631,214
|_ 42 35 h332% 1.3

Getting Systematic Feedback from Readers

Feedback is not merely of academic interest to us. The information we
get back from our readers enables us tounderstand them and their neads
better, and lo modify Pitara accordingly. This Is essential il Pitara is Tis
succeed, We also need to validate our assumptions aboul writing for
pecple with low levels of literacy and education. And If we can Mmiake
valid gencralisations, then this will be of value to others engaged (i the
pracess of bringing out material for these readers.

I the past, we have sought feedback in several ways, In feedback
sessions, we have asked readers to read the magazine whilst we take
note of where they are stopping to see what they find dilficult and what
they ara comfortable with, We have also asked readers to rank Items that
they liked in a particular issue, We have divided participants into small
groups and asked them to read and explain to others the meaning of a
particular article. In the study we conducted In 1999, we designed a
questinnnaire which asked readers to note what they liked and disliked
about Pirgra, and what suggestions they could make for Improwving It

There is a danger thal rcaders will only tell us what they think we
want to hear. We have found it difficult to evoke spantanesus re-
sponses, and we now [eel that there is a need (o develop simple and non-
threatening feedback mechanisms. We would also like 16 use anr find-
Ings in our advocacy with the governmen|
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With this leedback from our readers and learning from our experience
a3 we go aloeng, Nirantar should be able ta respond creatively to these
challenges, Publishing a magazine like Pitara 18 aimed at readers with
low bevels of literacy, will never b= sy bl it can p lay a really imporiant
part in sustaining literacy by providing interesting reading material in
an accessible form.
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