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~ Communication /Lakshmi Murthy

EDUCATION
DOMINATION?

Alack of perspective among material production artists often disconnects a rural audience with its educational material.
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inUdaipur digtrict,
Rgasthan, hasthrownup many
examplesof miscommunication
whereEC materials producedfor
Information, Educationand
Communicationinareassuchas
health, literacy, forestry and
agriculture, havefaledto meet
their objectives. Governmentand
NGOsspendlargeamountsof
money onproducing EC materials
whichcommunicatemessagesto
target audiences, oftentonon-
literaterural based communities.
Studying thelocal peoplesown
visual ketcheshashe pedto shed
light onmore appropriatewaysto
designing EC materials.
Knowledgeinrural Rgasthanhas
traditionally been disseminated
throughinformal exchangeslike
song, verse, puppetry folk drama
andfolkart. Smplewall motifs
and paintingsarecommoninmost
Rgjasthani villages. Theseart forms
tell their own storiesasunderstood
intheloca area. Everyoneinthe
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village canreadtheselocal art forms
whichmarkfegtivals, announce
birthsor celebratemarriages.
Traditiond illustration stylesvary
from regiontoregion, andaffect
theway that peopleunderstand
othervisuals.
Inworkshopsandaspart of
documentation, evaluationand
training sessons womenandmen
from remotetribal areas of Udai pur
Didtrict havebeenmaking their
ownvisuals. Thosewithlittle
exposuretoliteracy or tourban
culturehave used different
conventionsforvisual communica-
tion. Pictures often sSimultaneoudly
indudeaerial per spectivesandeye-
leve pergpectives. For example,
aeria viewsof houseswill includea
chulha(stove), a'sodrownasif
viewed from above, whereaspeople
inddethehousemay bedrawnfrom
aneye-leve perspective. Heavy
objectsaredarkened, whilelarge
objectsarethosedtherwith
dgnificanceinthepictureor
importanceinred life Animals
havefour legscoming down
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paralely from their bodies,
whilepeoplehaveout-
stretchedarms. Treesalways
haverootsdrawnin, and
templesaredrawnwithatree
adongsde. Villagedrawings
oftenincludedetails suchas
dungwhenanimalsare
shown.

Awomen'sgroup spent two daysrecaling
thedetails of afour-year vegetable
cultivation programmeand recordedtheir
experiencesthroughpictures. Thewomen
wereaskedtodraw their fieldsbeforethe
start of the cultivation programmeand
dter. The 'after' picturewasdrawnlarger
and surrounding the "before picture.
Amalefarmer drew arehant, thetraditiona
waterwheel: Thepergpectivesweremixed so
that dl relevant informationcouldbe
included. For example, thepotsareactually
below the surface of thewater and cannot
actually beseen. Thetop-viewisusedin
someplacestoindudemaximuminforma:
tion, althoughpeopleandanimalsare
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Artists' and policy-makers own
ignorance of how non-literate
people perceive visualsis what
causes the miscommunication.

showninprofile. Interestingly, two setsof
bullocksareshowntoindicatethemotionof
thetwoanimalsgoing roundandround.
Repeating visualsto showmotionisvery
commonintraditional Rajasthani art. While
farmer'sinthisgroupal followedthe same
logic, in adifferent areathey thought that
becausethewell wassodeep, twopairswere
requiredtolift thewater! Thissecondgroup
wasmore formlly educatedand expesedto
urbanculture,
Awomen'sgroupdocumentedttiefonnation
and functioning of their savings samitis
withtheir ownvisuals. They putall the
visualstogether for aflip-chartwhichwas
madefor them to keep anduseto sharetheir

experienceswithother
savingsgroups.

Another group ofwemen
involved in a significant
struggleto savetheir sagwan
or teak treeswereaskedto
illustratetheir ownposters.
Thestory: timber contractors
werecuttingdowntrees from
their hills. Everyoneinthevillagewas
worried. They beat drumsandcollectedall
thevillagersto deridewhat to do. A meeting
washeld. They blackenedthefeces of the
contractors, drovethemoutof thevillages,
andfinally they weresenttojail.
Theillustration hasasequencebut dl the
eventsareshownrandomly inthesame
picture. Ye, thedrawingwasunderstoodby
women from nearby villages.

Many EC materialsproducedby
organisationstodisseminateknowledgeto
rural peoplearemi sunderstood Comparisons
betweenlocd peoplesartistic effortswith
those of urban artists show that adifferent
visual languageisbeing usedby thetwo
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distinctgroups.
Thishealthmessagewaspasted
onawall, inavillageof
Udaipur digtrict. Rodhibai saw
theposter. Shesaw thatinthe
first visual thereisapotbehind
twobamboosticks. Thereare
housefliesonthemouthofthe
pot. Inthe secondvisual thepot
hasalidandthereisalong-
handledladlenexttoit. Rodhi
Ba isnotliterate. Symbolslike
ticksandcrosseshaveno
meaningatall. Tryingto
understandthem, sheguessesat
what thesymbollookslike
mostinred life

Inthisposter showing different
stagesfor planting saplings,
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individua framesor boxeswere
seenasfields. Thearrows
linking thevisualswere
interpretedasirrigation pipes.
Whereasreading fromleftto
rightisingrainedinpeople
whoareliterate, non-literate
fannersreadwhichever visual
theyfindattractive, or
whichever catchestheir eye

first. Thehandswerenot
clearlyunderstoodbecausethey
werenot attachedto abody.
Whenthe same set of pictures
wasarrangedclockwise, people
first read whichever picture
happenedtocatchtheir eye.
Picturesofauterusare
common infamiy planning
posters explaining howvarious
contraceptivemethodswork
However, adisembodieduterus
iscompletelyabstractandfield
testing has shownthatitis
not easily understood. Atrial
foundthat apicture of a
womanwithauterus shown
behindflapscouldbeunder-
stood astheconcept of itbeing
insdethebodywasdegr.
Itiswrongtoassumethatall
rural audiencesarevisually
literate. Conventionssuchas
symbols, sequencing of visuals
throughframesfromIeftto
right, toptobottom or clock-
wise, drawing afaraway object
small, areall learned. Artists
takefor grantedthat these
conventionsareunderstood,
andhavenoideaofthe
confusionthat can actually
takeplace.
Evenwherethevisual is
understood, themessagetaken
fromapicturemay be
completely different thanthe
oneintended. A pictureofa
womaninafamily planning
poster was recognised.
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However, shewasrecognised
edificdly asatribal woman,
andtheother womenviewing
theposter insistedthat the
messagewas not goplicableto
them

Communicationinrural
development hasbecomean
uncreativeprocessof
producing inappropriate
materiasinisolationfromthe
target audience. Itiseasy for
theeducatedtoblame
miscommunicationonthe
villagers. Thisreinforces
misconceptionsthat theurban
educatedhaveadl the
knowledge, whiletherural
peopleareignorant. Infact, in
theexamplesaboveitisthe
otherway round. Artists and
policy-makers ownignorance
of how non-literatepeople
perceivevisuasiswhat causes
themisrommunication.
Theresultisthat IECmaterials
reachonly theleast needy
Thosewhoareaready the
most marginalisedareexcluded
further from information on
development. Thisoften
impliesthewomen. In
Rajasthan, femdeliteracy rates
areparticularly low and
womenarelessexposadthan
mentourbanculture, which
themenaremoreexposedto
whenthey migratetourban
centresforwork
Asanadlternative starting
point, urbanartistsneedtore-
examinetheirrolein
communi catinwhenworking
withnon-literateandrural
groups. They needtotakeon
therole of facilitator andact as
acatalystin encouraging
peoplesownvisual expres-
sion, findingcommonvisual
languagesandderiving final
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visuasfrom thelocd people's
ownsketches.
ExperimentsinUdaipur district
haveaready shownthat such
visualscanalsobeusedto
increaseparticipationin
devdopment programmes, from
documentationto evaluation.
And, inadditiontothepractical
applicationalready discussed,
suchartisticprocessescanbe
empowering. Itistimefor
communicationto ceasebeing a
one-way processfromtheurban
totherural, andfor artistsand
policy-maker stobeready to
accept past mistakes.

Lakshmi Murthy is based in
Udaipur.
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