An “Arogya samvad melava’ was held in Aurangabad in August 2005. It was a festival showcasing different experiments in health communication. It is organized jointly by several health based organizations and media production groups and draws audiences from all parts of Maharashtra. Sahyog had applied to participate in this event and our entry was selected. Following that, we had one month to prepare for the final event, during which a reviewer was also sent to Sahyog to preview the performance and give suggestions. 

We were given one hour (30 minute demonstration and 30 minute discussion). After a long discussion within the team, we had decided to demonstrate the way we have used traditional games in Jhula for doing health communication. One of the modules (‘the foundation of health’) uses kabaddi to reinforce information about the causes of various common illnesses. More importantly, this game becomes a starting point for a discussion into the socio-political factors (like poverty, disparity, environmental degradation, state responsibility) that influence ill-health. We decided that the girls themselves should demonstrate the use of the game as well as conduct the discussion. Likewise, we dramatized a situation in which the trainer is absent and the girls take it upon themselves to conduct the session for one of their friends, who had been absent earlier. This was followed by a 10 minute presentation by our main trainers on the context in which Jhula was evolved and the perspective with which we have conceived and conducted the programme.  

Our performance was the last of six performances by six different organizations (all of whom had used some form of theatre). The actual performance was attended by nearly 300 people from different organizations spread out across Maharashtra. There was a very lively discussion after the performance, especially on the use of the form (traditional games), which has rarely been used before for health communication. The girls and trainers spoke very articulately about why they felt that the form was so important because in itself, the opportunity to play is a very empowering experience for adolescent girls. Mr. Atul Pethe (a well-known filmmaker and artiste) who was also part of the organizing committee, said that the idea of using traditional games is a medium is completely novel and will, of course, require more refinement, but that we should be given credit for creating something very exciting. There was a lot of appreciation for the girls’ confidence, their understanding of the issue and their ability to think critically and articulate their views. 

Mohan Deshpande, one of the organizers, who is a professional singer, sang a song that he has composed about adolescence as a tribute to the girls. This charged the audience so much that there was a spontaneous request for people to come up and dance. So finally, the event ended with about 50 people on stage dancing to his song. 

Apart from being a wonderful experience, this festival was really momentous for us in many ways. First of all, we were surprised to see that the girls (aged 16-18 years) sat through the entire programme, which lasted for two days (morning 9 to evening 9) and were observing and absorbing. They were not fazed that the entire proceedings were being conducted in Marathi. In almost every session, they had something to ask. They were so passionate about explaining their perspective on Jhula to everyone that after the session, they themselves sought out each of the organizers and spoke to them personally. 

At the same time, after watching our performance and reading our manuals, the local Aurangabad chapter of the People’s Science Congress has approached us to design a programme and conduct training for the teachers of more than 20 Urdu and Marathi medium secondary schools in Aurangabad city. This is scheduled for October and November of this year. 

On reflection, it was a great day for me. For one, because the team handled everything on their own. I went only as an observer and most people did not even realize that I am also part of Sahyog. The performance definitely brought out some of the weaknesses that we need to focus upon – the need for more technical inputs, more refinement in the activities and more training (both in knowledge and perspective) for the team. However, the use of a methodology which engages body and mind at once in a empowering and enjoyable way seemed to appeal to a wide audience (especially those who work with women and girls), which was a great morale booster. 

