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Abstract

India became free from the British rule sixty years ago. Discrimination, poverty, illiteracy
and consequential issues are rampant in the Indian society. Despite the efforts of the
government, the poorest of the poor and the most backward remain untouched by the
initiatives of the government. Childhood disabilities have a great negative impact on the
already poor families. Hence, a disabled child consumes resources not only from the
family, but neighbors, relatives and community as a whole. The need for preventing
disabilities and early intervention in such societies cannot be over emphasized. Society
can orient its resources towards minimizing the impact on the family.

When we approach the community initially, we address the problems the family with a
disabled child faces as well. When this issue of family is addressed the associated issues
like superstitions, myths, illiteracy, exploitation get largely addressed consequently.

Sensitization of the parents and the communities in general is the need of the day. It is
imperative for any NGO to focus on community outreach and expand its scope and range.
Some means and methods are:

(a) Puppet Shows
(b) Folk Dances and Theatre
(c) Interactive sessions with ladies of low socio-economic communities
(d) Awareness programs for youth

This paper highlights the use the puppet theatre for implementing the outreach program.

Key Words: Disability, Superstitions, Discriminations, Poverty, Early Interventions,
Mental handicap, Community.

Introduction
The community ranks second only to the family among the oldest and most basic human
institutions. Members of a community are linked together by emotional bonds. They
share a sense of belonging and feel an obligation towards other members of the group.
The community, thus, is an extended family, whose extension is the country, which in
turn is a part of one global family.

From the point of economic development there are different types of communities - high,
middle and low income ones. In low income communities people struggle for even the



basic amenities like food, education and medical facilities. Approximately, two thirds of
the world’s population lives in poverty (Annan, 1999). In India the situation is no better.
The severity of the problem is acute and efforts are being made by the governments and
other bodies, like, NGOs, to alleviate the problem. The following are the schemes run by
the premier Government of India establishments – National Institute for the Mentally
Handicapped (NIMH) and National Trust.

Schemes of NIMH:-

Life Insurance for Persons with Disabilities

Scheme on National Award for the Welfare of People with Disabilities

National Handicapped Finance and Development Corporation

Railway Concession for Persons with Disabilities

Deendayal Disabled Rehabilitation Scheme

Concessions under Section 80DD of Income Tax Act

Employees having children with hearing impairment or multiple disabilities may be given
posting to their own preferred linguistic Zone/State.

Procedure for processing of claims of family pension to mentally retarded/
handicapped children

Posting of Government employees who have mentally retarded children.

Schemes of National Trust:-

The Two Schemes of National Trust under the broad Relief and Reach program for the

Welfare of Persons with Autism, Cerebral Palsy, Mental Retardation and Multiple

Disabilities are :-

1. Establishment of Relief Institutions for providing institutional care.

2. Training of the Caregivers.

Both the Schemes have got the Administrative SFC approval from the Ministry of Social

Justice and Empowerment.



Master Trainers

Training Manual

Training of Caregivers

Translations

Home Visitor Caregivers

Centre Based Care Givers

Day Care

Permanent (long Term)

Respite Care (Short Term Residential)

SAMADHAN

SAMADHAN is an organization which has dedicated itself to the cause of the mentally
handicapped. It is working for and with individuals and the families of persons with
mental handicap or who are at risk of becoming developmentally delayed if early
intervention is not done. SAMADHAN’s concerns are those families that live in areas of
deprivation such as slums or camps where migrants from other states of the country have
been “re-settled” either on the land or housing provided by the government. We are
witnessing large scale movement of people from small villages to metros, cities and
towns in search of livelihood. These are very poor people who see survival at stake in the
villages. They are mostly illiterate and unskilled. They work as laborers, rickshaw pullers,
domestic helps, etc. in Delhi too, they are in large numbers and the number is fast
increasing. The colonies in which they live are called “re-settlement colonies”.



SAMADHAN: Enriching the lives of persons with disability

Our mission. To establish an infrastructure of accessible services for persons with
intellectual disability living in low socio-economic areas and primarily for infants and
pre-school children, using as far as possible manpower and resources available within the
target communities with active community participation leading to a non-discriminative
and inclusive society.

Why this mission? Most of the residents of the resettlement colonies are migrant
laborers and their families who come from various states of India for short durations to
find better employment prospects. As such they are a heterogeneous mix of multi-lingual,
multi-cultural and multi-religious groups. They are mostly illiterate, though the younger
generation does receive free education in schools run by Delhi Administration and the
Municipal Corporation of Delhi.

Superstitions, class-consciousness, ignorance, illiteracy etc are widely prevalent in such
communities. Just because of ignorance and superstitions, people with disabilities are not
able to avail the facilities and benefits meant for them [though inadequate].
SAMADHAN felt the acute need of eliminating these malpractices of the society
prevailing in these resettlement colonies and providing them the needed services, viz,

1. Identification of disability.
2. Early intervention.
3. Rehabilitation clinics comprising of multidisciplinary professionals.
4. Health camps.
5. Empowering the mothers of disabled persons in income generation.

Sensitizing the community by creating awareness is the first and the most important part
which is an activity towards mitigating the problem. From this, other activities follow.

The client groups served

 All children either born with mental handicap or “at risk” of developmental delay
as well as children with other kinds of disabilities.

 Women who are mothers of children with disabilities, in particular, the mentally
handicapped.

 Siblings of the persons with disabilities and in particular the girl-child.
 Other women in the community in general.
 The community at large and particularly the local government authorities,

important persons in the areas and other NGOs and organizations dealing with
any of the issues we address.

 The traditional midwives [“daais” as they are called in India] who help the
women in child delivery at home and take care of the newborns and mother (like a
nurse).

 Local schools, in particular the schools for the poor run by Delhi government and
Municipal Corporation of Delhi.

 Specifically, the low income communities of Dakshinpuri, South Delhi and
Dwarka, West Delhi.



Organizing Community Awareness Programs

The foremost and the most critical step in creating awareness is to reach out to maximum
number of such people. To achieve this objective the methods need to be very attractive,
effective, and powerful in order to create interest in the community. Audio as well as
visual in- puts are required. The efforts should be aligned with the lifestyles of the
communities.

There are different ways of implementing such programs. These are:-
a) Putting up posters and distributing flyers. Posters made on the particular problem

are stuck at different places like walls, parks, water tanks, schools, trees etc.
Flyers are distributed by hand. This involves transmitting textual contents. Most
persons of the target groups being illiterate, this is not the most effective method.

b) Movies made on the topics are shown, followed by Question and Answer sessions.
c) FOLK THEATRE – Using popular folk songs and folk theatre, the characters

deliver the message to the target group powerfully.
d) PUPPET THEATRE – In this medium, the artist uses a variety of puppets to play

out the story. While operating the puppets, the puppeteer narrates the story and
through the story the message is conveyed. The puppets used are very beautiful
and colorful. The music and songs used in the story are very catchy.

SAMADHAN has adopted all these above listed methods; we have found that puppet
theatre is the most effective method of community awareness. The people from the target
community relate themselves with puppet very well. Unlike a theatre, the characters don’t
have to be evolved human beings. Puppeteers use a special type of wooden musical
instrument played by mouth which; the sounds generated by this instrument are very
catchy and inviting for all – children, adults and the old alike.

The advantages of puppet theatre are:-
- It is a very low cost medium.
- It does not require large space.
- The time and efforts required are minimal.

There are different types of puppets popular among puppeteers.

Types of puppets

Glove puppet
The glove puppet is a s0mall figure  having head and arms  with a long skirt as part of
its costume. The puppeteer wears the puppet  like a glove and fits  the index finger into
the hollow  head of the puppet. The middle finger and the  thumb fit into  the two
hollow  hands  of the puppet. One puppeteer manipulates  two puppets at a time. Glove
puppet shows are prevalent in the states of Orissa and Kerela.

String Puppets
The string puppet has jointed body and limbs which allow movement. String puppets are
made of  wood, or wire, or cloth stuffed  with cotton, rags or saw dust. The puppet is
suspended from  hand-held control strings which are attached  to different parts of the
puppet's body. The puppet  is  manipulated by operating the control as  well as by
loosening or pulling the  relevant string(s). Traditional string puppet shows are



prevalent in the states of Rajasthan, Orissa, Maharashtra, Karnataka and Tamil Nadu.

String-rod Puppets
This form employs the use of string and rod to manipulate the puppets. Since traditional
string puppets are very heavy, two rods are  attached to  the  hands of  the puppets for
additional  manipulation. This form is seen only  in the  states of Tamil Nadu and
Karnataka.

Rod Puppets
The rod puppets are supported and manipulated by rods of various types and sizes. In rod
puppets the actions of the rods are concealed in many ways. The main holding rod which
supports the puppet may be hidden by the robe or costume of the puppet. The action rods
are usually connected to the hands of the puppet and manipulated by the puppeteer to
show action. Rod puppet shows are prevalent in the states of West Bengal and Orissa.

Shadow Puppets
Shadow puppets are basically flat puppets which are operated against the rear of a tightly
stretched white cloth screen with a light behind it so that the audience sees the shadow of
the puppet on the screen. Traditional shadow puppets are 2-dimensional and are made of
animal skin. The  puppet’s shapes  or cutouts are perforated and split bamboo or cane
sticks  are attached vertically to the puppet  for handling and manipulation. The puppets
are pressed against the screen and manipulated  for  the performance. Shadow puppet
theatre is practiced in  the states of Orissa, Maharashtra, Kerela, Tamil Nadu, Karnataka
and Andhra Pradesh.

SAMADHAN has established the puppet theatre as a means of community awareness.
When the puppeteer conducts the program, he uses string puppets. When the special
educators of SAMADHAN conduct the shows, they use glove and rod puppets. We have
had exceptionally good response to puppet theatres from the target community.

CONDUCTING THE PUPPET SHOW - THE SAMADHAN WAY

The first step in the preparation is working on the script for the puppet show.  The
puppeteers are from a deep village of Rajasthan - a state of India. Their traditional
profession, which has come down through generations, is the verbal telling of stories
accompanied by folk songs of Rajasthan. An important part of rural cultural life in the
years gone by, these puppeteers find that with the younger generation growing up with
literacy skills, they are less in demand and hence move to big cities like Delhi. The
puppeteers we contacted live in the Kathputli Colony of Delhi and are itinerant
performers. The puppets are hand made by the men in accordance with the scripts of the
stories and are mostly string puppets manipulated like marionettes.

 Preparing the script

We make a script to suit our requirement. Our main goal is to sensitize the community
which includes discouraging the spread of superstitions in the community about disability
and in particular about mental retardation. This is an opportunity to educate a largely
illiterate community about the causes of mental handicap and above all to change



negative attitudes towards the mentally handicapped, which is discriminatory and
stigmatizing. Hence we also choose the characters   like, doctors, midwives, mothers, etc.
who would share our message on non-discrimination and inclusion of the disabled at all
levels. But first, to achieve maximum benefit through the puppet show we first sensitize
the puppeteers themselves on disability and on our goals.   We take the following steps to
achieve this.-

1. Interview and interact with them to make the kind of script we require, which
means creating new songs and putting them to traditional folk melodies.

2. Changes are done in the language as required since the message has to be given in
the dialect prevalent in the target community.

3. The puppeteers are also made aware of disability by making them interact with
students in the education unit of our Day Care Centre.

Selection of target community

The areas are selected after discussions with the survey workers. Some of the issues
considered are: -

- Selected area should be close to the Centre, so that families can commute easily
and follow-ups are easier.

- Survey should not have been done in the particular area within last one year and
hence the puppet theater will introduce our services to the target community.

- Interview ‘Pradhans’ (heads) of the area. These heads are not necessarily   the
elected ones from community but are those who are active and take interest in
implementing promotional and welfare activities in their communities voluntarily.
This establishes a valuable contact inside the community and makes for easier
follow up.

Public relations and preparations for the show

In preparation we distribute posters and flyers in the selected venue made by the staff
two days before the show.  The posters are in Hindi – the local language, since the
community is predominantly Hindi - speaking. The initial response is often discouraging.
The posters displayed on the walls of the venue are torn away by the children for the
colorful pictures printed on the posters.  Similarly when the flyers are distributed to the
people, we find that they are used by petty shopkeepers to wrap peanuts, etc. However,
the message is understood and expectations are built up.

Arranging the tent, microphones and playing catchy, popular folk songs itself is a good
source of publicity, which attract a large crowd to the puppet show.

We have realized that the best publicity is done through the survey workers in the areas
by word of mouth. On the day of the performance the place is crowded with housewives,
men, grandmothers, shopkeepers, college-going youngsters, grandfathers holding their
grandchildren’s fingers, etc.  In terms of numbers attended, the shows are a big success.

The story



The puppeteer’s team generally consists of three persons. The master who operates the
puppets and simultaneously plays with his mouth the special instrument used only in
puppetry, a percussionist (player of the Indian drums) and the third plays on the
harmonium (Indian piano) and sings and narrates the story. Initially the singer sings
catchy songs popular in the community. The master operates the puppets as per the songs.
The crowd starts gathering.

Once sufficient audience gathers, the singer starts narrating the story and the master
operates the puppets as per the story. Now the characters (puppets) have changed – they
are no more singing and dancing couples. Now they are village women, midwives,
doctors, grand-mothers, etc. The characters – the doctor and the midwife, give the
message regarding the prevailing superstitions, myths, etc about mental retardation.

After the story is presented, a question & answer session follows. The most inquisitive
are the elderly women.

Impact on community after creating awareness through puppet theatre

We have experienced that in the communities where puppet theatres were held, some pre-
held traditional beliefs are questioned, for example, the bad blood of the woman as the
cause of disability, or fair complexion of the mother responsible for non- disabled
children, etc. Many women agreed to guide the new brides and the young women of the
community about traditional beliefs, which they now realized were not true but they had
been led to believe since childhood.

The specific changes observed by SAMADHAN after the community awareness
programs are:–

o Awareness and increased knowledge among women has impacted on the
well being of the family.

o Opportunities for training in income generation have empowered women
to be more independent and have taken active part in decision making
within their own families and gradually the community as well.

o Training to function as survey workers - community workers have
provided opportunities to women to earn a regular income and thus
improve the quality of their lives.

o Poverty reduction to a certain extent through increased opportunities to
women for education and training within community distance and easy
accessibility.

o Perception of the community at large is changing towards both groups –
the disabled and the women since they are now seen as contributors in
family income.

o Mothers, of the disabled in particular, are able to utilize their time and
their innate intelligence to learn skills, which have helped them to earn an
income.

o The impact of disability is minimized through early intervention and
surveys which identify families with disabled children.

o Increased opportunities are now available for integrated/inclusive
education for children with disability who otherwise would not have had



access to any kind of education at all. Acceptance of responsibilities for
the disabled amongst them by the community has increased.

o Increase in outreach, scope and range of services reaching to an increasing
clientele.

o Improved status of children with disability after program implementation.
o The intangible outcome is the increase in self esteem and self confidence

of the women and the disabled and the new respect these two groups have
gained in the eyes of their families and community at large.

Conclusion

With the changing times there is a need to continuously evolve most relevant and
effective means of communications. The receptivity of the target group, as experienced
by us is the most important consideration. Every group/community has a culture – way of
life, language, etiquettes, methods of communication, their own rules and regulations
[told and untold], taboos, superstitions and levels of exposure to the modern and ever
changing life-styles. In our target groups, which form a considerably large percentage of
the Indian population, the written [both textual and pictorial] communication is not very
effective. Regular theatre where many live characters participate is a relatively expensive
and cumbersome medium. In the context of the Indian communities targeted by
SAMADHAN, puppets have been found to be a very effective means of
communication – particularly on subjects that are filled with superstitions, myths, taboos,
ignorance and misunderstandings. With changing times, increasing awareness, and
improvements in the communities - economically and socially, it is possible that other -
better and more relevant communication media/systems may evolve. Our endeavor
should always be, I think, to first feel as a recipient and then give out the best in the best
possible way.

---------------------



Different Kinds of Puppets

Glove puppets



String Puppets

Rod Puppets



String Rod Puppet

Shadow Puppets
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