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Summary

This article views comics as an innovative communication tool and a medium for education, and reviews the multifaceted media culture and informal education in India. Taking from the practice of two case studies, this article sees a formation and the production of local popular culture in contemporary self-education practices in India. The examples of World Comics India and the Alternative Law Forum show a resourceful model for community empowerment in addressing specific issues of autonomy from ideological positions in media representation through the methodology of self-education. The production of active cultural content, cooperation, and exchange within and between communities create a model where the notion of a vertically driven holistic approach to development is being challenged.  Furthermore this article tries to correlate informal education practice through their cultural and social contexts, addressing diversified learning environments and enhances comics as a media method at the periphery of the knowledge society. 
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“India desires modernity; it desires computers, information technology, neural networks, video on demand. But there is no guarantee of a constant supply of electricity in most places in the country. In this, as in every other area, the country is convinced it can pole-vault over the basics: develop world-class computer and management institutes without achieving basic literacy; it is an optimistic view of technological progress – that if you reach for the moon, you will somehow, automatically, span the inconvenient steps in between”. 

 Suketu Mehta – Maximum city

“Today, there is a dearth of newspapers in this country, which take up issues directly affecting the lives of the people – people who are voiceless. Then a lot of such mediums are inaccessible to the people living on the margins of the society. And then there is illiteracy. There is an ever-growing need to replicate this experiment in other areas, so that people feel connected. This is the only way to empower them” 

Rahul Pandita – World comics India

In this article I discuss a vernacular media constellation in India and the role of comics as a mean in informal education. In early 2007 I have mapped the synchronicity of technologies and everyday life through ethnographic research on minor media practices
. This research has incorporated a larger body of analysis on communication practices for development and informal education, mainly in the cities of Delhi, Dharamsala and Mumbai. There I have focused on the relationship between old media and Information and Communication Technologies (ICT), largely perceived as new media and the operating modules of the knowledge society, thus incorporating notion of progress in education. In extracting the results on the specific case of comics as a tool for pedagogy and communication practice in education, this article will present a discourse and reflect upon the instances of straightforward cultures of self-education and the mediated histories of visual culture in India. Throughout this article I will also open a narrative discourse interlinking personal observations from my notes of this journey.

Highlighting the recent blooming and envisioning of the comic practice in India the genuine practices of comics as means in self-education defines cultural and social experience outside the realm of mainstream media structure. In my narrative and analysis, I have set aside the studies and history of the subculture, and the popular media form of comics as perceived in most western cultures. Moreover, this perspective also disengages with comics as entertainment and describes the educational intervention of the comic practice as a specific medium used in the context of grassroots informal education or self-education. Grassroots comic practice in India is a pioneering educational model where the process of making comic forms reflects and presents a challenging role for minor media practices standing against the deterministic aspect of the development paradigm. Vernacular forms of comics in contemporary India offer a pedagogical model of self-education. Moreover, comics represent an innovative method for self-representation at the margin of the ideological cultural discourse. A communication strategy and practice within education models, grassroots comics becomes an informative practice, reminiscent of media literacy methodology, yet be acknowledged in mainstream educational policies. 

Also, as a consequence of globalization, electronic technologies, such as personal mobile devices, personal computers, satellite cable television and radio broadcasting have changed the pace and rhythm of communication in India. Innovation and creativity are the necessary technologies of the human mind that generates a whole organic structure of attraction and myth towards the technological apparatus. In Panikkar’s (2006:92) critique of globalization we see the proliferation of electronic means of communication by the gains and losses in the Indian context: 
“The dance of the tribals, the harvest sons of the peasants, the martial arts of rural folks, and innumerable other art forms, are plucked out of context, enacted in studios, and presented as exotic and primitive practices. Given the proliferation of the electronic media, artificial production of culture would replace organic production. To the indigenous society the consequence of this tendency is the possible loss of its creative potential, as its culture would be divorced from its social milieu”. There are different reports, which consistently link communication and progress with new technologies. However, individuals and communities in India still engage, maintain and share relationships using diverse and popular forms of media tools like hand printed banners, comics and posters. Visual material and technologies become an organic structure that pervades life in the social sphere, often neglecting forms of embedded cultural creativity. Moreover, these peculiar media assemblages have a much greater impact on communities than traditional mass media forms. They coexist within each singular cultural environment, thus forming media ecologies
, defining experiences and everyday life in relation to local traditions and histories. On the other hand, comics not only contribute to the role of a new media culture through pedagogical means, but also significantly challenge the basic structures of social cohesion. New media forms of presentation and distribution through informal education practices are defining the ground of how comics as media merge with traditional environments, where technological tools fluctuate within a discontinued social engagement. 
I was fascinated by the intersection of culture and education in approaching educational practices and how comics practice has enabled me to see a different perspective on media education in India.  Amidst the top-down rushed approach in implementing technological kiosks in rural areas without a proper approach to education, the need to use tools at hand, in the comics example, illustrates the fact that an intensive web of interventions in the field of media education is growing simultaneously alongside national models of development. When grassroots activists teach villagers and students how to draw comics and how to create a story, they begin to express and discuss previously unexposed opinions and issues relevant to their immediate experience: health, illiteracy and gender discrimination. 

As I scan the newsstand in the New Friends Colony in New Delhi, I find the strong presence of mass media magazines covering mostly Business, IT, Current Affairs and Glamour along the predominant daily newspapers. At the same time, I find a small selection of comics in the newsstand on adventure and mythological genres. As I dig into these few examples of comics in the newsstand, their illustrations open the imaginary and heritage of the popular media industry in India. I started to search in many bookstores for any traces of anthologies that had collected the history of Indian comics. When I started my exploration across the city of Delhi, there were traces in the crowded and dusty shelves of bookstores that suggested a readership in emerging comic writer
.

Comics in the Indian cultural landscape

Comics started to emerge in the newsstands around 1930, when single panel stories were placed as political cartoons in newspapers. Interestingly enough, Indian comics found a place in the media industry at that time. Indeed, the comic magazines available were imported from the West. Comics such as Tintin, Asterix and Obelix, Archie and Commando were readily available to wealthy children (Kumar, M.: 2003). After the 1930s, the main cartoonists, and forefathers of comics in India, were the politically and socially engaged cartoonists like Shankar, Laxman and Vijayan. The political cartoons of the famous cartoonist Vijayan’s are collected in the book “A cartoonist remembers”. Most of Vijayan’s cartoons reflect the author’s radically critical stand in regard to national politics and the demagogy of the elite, and depict the astonishing situation and absurd marginalization among Indian cast group citizens. His comics covered politically taboo issues, for example depicting the underclass carrying the burden of the Emergency years of 1975-77 when the public outcry for civil rights was at its peak. He also commented on much more burning topics such as national security, development and progress, "the constituents of a new secular religion". (Nandy: 2002)

"If the viewers belong to India's sophisticated, urban middle classes, with the distinct normative biases and ideological crutches of that class, they soon come to suspect that Vijayan's real goal is to make them, his viewers, look comical and laughable. They, therefore, go to him the way one goes to a psychoanalyst or psychiatrist, unwillingly and often only because they find him morbidly fascinating. There is also the lingering hope, lovingly nurtured by the dominant style of cartooning, that a cartoon is a minor morality play - an easy, painless moral guide to contemporary politics that can cure the ordinary citizens of their nightmares and inner doubts, allowing them to live with their own selves ordinary with their own selves, undisturbed by the changing demand of public life"_: 

Ashis Nandy 

             In these words, Nandy describes what role Vijayan's comic played in the public culture of the Indian middle classes. In fact, through this illustrative example we find that the role of the cartoonist is that of a watchdog of democracy and a representative of civil society, coinciding with the roles of journalists, writers, activists, minority group representatives and artists. These socially engaged cartoonists and their active presence in the newspaper dailies have draw the readership divide closer. This was the time when newspapers started to cost less, and less privileged members of the Indian population could access this printed media. 

With the introduction of the Amar Chitra Katha comic series by Anant Pai, which contained mostly representation on the traditional culture, each of the comic characters being centered in a direct relation to Indian history, religion and mythology, a discourse begins to emerge between the visual culture of India and the furthering of nationalism and religious fundamentalism (Kumar, M: 2003). In fact, “the field of religious imagery comes into being through what Pinney calls ‘print capitalism’ using Benedict Anderson, who described the role of the print media in the emergence of Western European nationalism” (Sinha, 2007: 192) Representation of Indian tales inside comics confirmed the general approach to cultures of representation, where images fueled the sphere of nationalism. The strong religious and mythological character of these comic series presented in the domestic sphere reflects the rooted Indian visual tradition. With the advance of the Amar Chitra Katha popularity, the Times of India group launched the Indrajaal Comics, bringing popularity to foreign characters, in return influencing the creation of domestic super heros, who would “rid the world of crime, corruption and the newly formed word in the Indian psyche – terrorism” The Nagraj comics series was born, which has popularized comics, being the child of the Raj comics the largest publication companies in India. (Kumar, A.: 2008)

In fact, since their origination in the colonial period, representation of mass printed media has been purposely invigorating the national character of Indian society thus framing significantly specific Indian cultural representation. Representation of marvelous and picturesque religious symbolism, delightful and playful children and decorated animals including elephants, horses and monkeys forming the traditional Indian iconographies from calendar art to comic mythologies, are to be found in enormous variations in the so-called bazaar art. Kajri Jain described that the vernacular constituency of the Bazaar, addressed the difference between the Indian ‘popular’ and the Western ‘capitalist’ delineation. These engravings, graphics, posters, stickers and postcards blur: “the boundaries between the realms of politics, commerce, religion and the aesthetic: calendar art and its sacred and secular iconographies appear in public spaces of work and political spectacle as much as they inhabit the domestic sphere of kitchens, bedrooms and prayer rooms” (Jain 2003: 4)
Nevertheless artists, who painted this industrially created calendar art iconography, were trained in the use of Western techniques and were commissioned by the colonial administrators and Indian elite to reinterpret Indian traditional mythology. Originally this symbolism began to produce an Indian cultural consciousness. Only later did these images created a recognizable visual language, which acted as unifying symbol against the British colonial rule, especially with their depictions of heroes of the Indian independence movement, such as Mahatma Gandi and other more militant figures such as Chandra Shekhar Azad. Moreover, these examples of calendar art circulated through “informal networks” of the Indian economy.

Manan Kumar points to another point during his analysis is the fact that there exist a substandard in the Indian comics which copies from the Western model, which lacks the elements of a storyline, content, imagination and visual graphics. As this difference emerges, children from the lower classes, who live in slum neighborhoods, were most likely to consume the substandard type of comics, whether educated children would have access to the imported foreign comics, whose style was simply more sophisticated. The question to convey here is how the permeability of participatory media in traditional environments could inspire the community in creating a space for discussion about the constituency of new tools in the emerging media culture in India. 

Case study: World Comics India

The grassroots initiative of World Comics India has produced a variety of practices that address and stimulate learning processes of media making which highlight social, economical and political struggles. The work of World Comics India is significantly based on a self-education model and consists of local interventions where the only resources needed are practically basic drawing skills. The need to use tools at hand, in the comic example, illustrates the fact that an intensive web of interventions in the field of media education is taking place simultaneously among the rush to implement technological kiosks in rural areas in India without a proper approach to the dichotomies of education and development.

World Comics India started from the inspiration and collaboration with World Comics Finland, which has been exploring the practice of comics for social change already throughout Tanzania, Mozambique and Cuba. Comics emerging from these workshops are documented through an online archive and enriched by practical training kits on starting and a ‘how to’ workshop methodology
. Through these new media tools, the distribution of materials is fruitful. World Comics India trains social activist in becoming workshop leaders
 and therefore engages with the most efficient groups, which advocate and spread the practice of comics to empower communities in India. Training volunteers and social activists have mushroomed throughout the Indian regions using comics as empowering tool and becoming the generators of a rich visual imagery at the margins. Most of the time, political and economical affairs in smaller villages are outside the reach and attention of mainstream media, therefore lacking a representative voice. In this perspective, comics are an extremely powerful media tool in disseminating ideas and raising the voice of group communities. Furthermore, engaging with a visual language understood outside literate community circles, the practice of comics opens an engagement with local networks, where a parallel media landscape emerges out of necessity. In order to create comics, there are no requirements of electricity, high levels of education or sophisticated technological tools. Paper and pencil can erase the issues of access, material ownership and sophisticated knowledge.

In the state of Rajasthan several comic workshops have been carried out and a video documentary has been produced. The documentary “Swear by the river” begins with the opening sequence voice-narrated by a young woman, who lives in the Barmer district in Western Rajastan. In this particular region of Rajastan, community conduct is strongly engaged through relationship to still persisting traditions
. This documentary exploits the medium of comics for a campaign that encourages women to step out of their submissive traditional roles. The narrative focuses on the story of Kabbu, a young female, who like most of her peers is struggling to continue her education. She says: “I learned how to express myself through comics and I did express myself”. The group of activists trained by the World Comics India team started comic workshops in schools and villages. Young students produced a considerable number of comics during the period of three months, dealing with issues of dowry, unmatched marriage and sexual harassment. These stories are based on the experience of their lives inside villages, which disclosed broader social and cultural issues.  The story of Kabbu’s drawing had a strong impact and affected the beginning of a larger World Comics campaign in this region. Her comic consisted of a four-panel story that depicted two sisters being married at a very young age. After one of the sister’s health conditions worsens, on account of her pregnancy, their mother recognizes the mistake of arranging the marriage prematurely. The narrative, seen through Kabbus’ eyes, pinpoints the condition of women’s issues, highlighting issues of early marriage and early pregnancy as expression of a more general women condition in rural India. 

This documentary records the comics’ campaign in Rajasthan, where local activists talk about the power of comics. Expressing his vision about comics, a young activist called Kusum, predicts the power of using comics as media tool: “through comics we are hoping to bring about a change in people’s attitude”. As a result of the workshops a marching and motorcycle campaign started in these villages. The campaign “Rights for our daughter” was exposed to large audiences through exhibitions held in tents, arranged with simple cloth and bamboo sticks in neighboring villages, and collective activities such as street theatre, dancing and singing. Villagers responded to issues in public meetings and discussions for the first time. Madan, a social worker, acknowledges that a change in attitude occurred among villagers: “They have realized that this is not about someone else, but it is about them; and that it is important to be aware of such issues”. Through the practice of comics, a cultural phenomenon transformed the pre- existing social relations and the politics of representation. When the exhibitions were taken to the streets, many people inquire about the comics. The pictures of comics impacted illiterate people and with the aid of translators, they engaged into the campaign. This documentary has shown the relevance of introducing media education among small communities strengthening their participation in the production of their own visual narratives. 


The writing and making of the comics expanded into a practice of material appropriation, while the narrative that was created intertwined the local social structure into a medium, which raised local cultural meanings in the public domain. As visual images are used to tell stories, they convey a media language creating a system of representations of particular contexts. Thus, the experience of drawing comics becomes participative in exploring its narrative, but also shares the experience of space and time of that culture. Storytelling and visual representation imagined during World Comics workshops in specific localities, such as the experience of Rajasthan, illustrates how the processes of cultural transformation has flourished after the introduction of comics as media in a self-education process in many parts in India. If we relate the work of World Comics India with what Paulo Freire has discovered during his theoretical insights about the role of language in popular pedagogy, we would find a strong similarity. He acknowledges that one of the tasks of popular education, the pedagogy of hope, is the: “enabling [of] the popular classes to develop their language: not the authoritarian, sectarian gobbledygook of ‘educators’, but their own language-which, emerging from and returning upon their reality, sketches out the conjectures, the designs, the anticipations of their new world.” (Freire, 1992/2004: p. 30)
The study of grassroots comics deviates from relations with progress and development perceived by the standards of national politics. Nevertheless, it opens crucial questions of the reproduction of cultural environments through media interventions. These media artifacts show how storytelling fosters socio-cultural processes through media education in groups and communities. Storytelling and visual representation imagined during World Comics workshops in specific localities can illustrate the processes of cultural formation and transformation over time. These comics form a visual territory of Indian culture, and an inclusive approach to cultural production and education. Furthermore, World Comics signals a formation of the production of locality and a process of popular culture in contemporary India.

Case study: the Alternative Law Forum

Since the year 2000, a group of lawyers shared a conviction to change substantially the legal representation system in India and decided to collaborate actively to reassess an ethical position in the domain of law. Throughout the years, the Alternative Law Forum
 (ALF) has broaden interest and combined in alternative dispute solution, critical research and pedagogical intervention. They have been active in engaging with various media forms producing comics in the arena of copyright and piracy, challenging the issue of Intellectual property rights. One aspect of their work, as they successfully expanded their field of activity, is oriented in expanding knowledge production through collaborative and creative practices using low-cost media tools
. In fact, “the phenomenon of new media allows reproduction and dissemination of information and material, and ALF’s media practices seek to engage with this and to exploit the democratic potential of new spaces opening up around media”
. 

ALF released a direct response to the initiative by the World Intellectual Property Organization (Wipo), who produced an informative comic about Intellectual Property and the threats of piracy. The narrative of the illustrations made by the Alternative Law Forum remixed the content of the Wipo propagandistic material to dismantle popular concerns about copyright. They have shown that culture is participatory, and that sharing knowledge is a powerful and creative tool of current digital culture. The comic called “Copyfight”, is already a significant parody against the original called “Copyright”, that depicts the main character as found guilty of remixing an Indian traditional song using pirated software. He will have to appear in court facing the argument of the law. The comic continues with the example of creativity in art and music over time. Artworks actively contribute to creativity when appropriated and transformed in different cultural contexts, especially when addressing digital media.  New media technologies reinforce new cultural language and habits through a variety of forms. 
Changes in learning practices through the use of old and new technology in peculiar spaces become a greater source of understanding and foster the ability to deal with cultures that preserve their autonomy, creativity and activity, much in contrast with the business model of production and consumption of media products. In India, this can be seen clearly in streets and markets where participation in the culture of the copy is perceived as a cultural phenomenon. These educational comics, invigorates the cultural aspect of the right to copy and the right to share cultural artifacts, through digital culture, where most often regulation remain still conservative. Serving as a tool for education about the right to copy and the right to share cultural artifacts, the ALF comic has contributed to the cultural practice of copying and appropriating multimedia objects and thus, creativity. 

In the market, located in the South of Delhi, one can find hardware repair shops, secondhand monitors, and small stands with cartridge refill experts, pirated software vendors and every piece of technology at hand, from processors and motherboards to web cams. As I moved through many hardware shops in Nehru place, I discovered that appropriation and redistribution of technology creatively activates possibilities of multiple practices through everyday life situations. Nehru place has become the main IT hub for major towns and regions surrounding the city of Delhi. This situation becomes a very significant factor in further understanding the dynamic of the market and the culture of technology users. Here the pirate culture is presenting its complex connections with the culture of the bazaar.

Appropriating, redistributing, remixing and intervening in the material culture, the diversity and creativity, flourishes into a process of experimentation. The case studies presented in this article show a model for education and depict comics moving towards important cultural dynamics where different media forms and technologies intertwine with social groups and communities pervading everyday life systems. There is a considerable shift in perspective, which needs to be acknowledged when talking about the culture of copying and distribution of technology entangled in local practices. The two case studies I have presented have sparked a different imagination of media culture in India, which reflects the idea of how informal comics practice perform as hybrid and versatile tools for popular education and media literacy. Could comics, in the user generated use of media nowadays, be perceived as media literacy tools to be experienced in multimedia channels for individuals and communities?
Maisnam and Kumar both reflect on the current changing character of the comic novels, believing that the landscape of visual consumption of cartoons and comics is going to change and eventually disappear as the television medium and games gained in popularity among the young middle-class generation as the animation industry. Moreover, as a result of the expansion of radio and television in the Indian culture, studies finds that villages in Maharashtra have directly transitioned from the stage of oral communication into electronic age of mass communication (Johnson, 2001 in Isis International, 2008:29). This aspect of their prediction refers mostly to the increasing interest of the new growing generational consumption of digital games and cartoons, which opens possibilities of digital learning through mediated spaces. However, most classrooms curriculums, which adopt such entertainment industry learning modules, do not reflect enough on the need for an inclusive process of media literacy. 
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� Minor media are practices in a minor key. They introduce tonal alterations that re-arrange the regularities made familiar by the repetition of major practices. They alter the mood or setting or emotional tenor of a practice by insisting on attention to irregular variations. They are ways of remembering, imagining and accounting for things that do not get remembered, imagined or accounted for in the ordinary course. At the same time, they are things that can be done everyday. Minor media are the practices that can be stitched into the folds of everyday routines - observation, recording, alteration, restoration, arrangement, re-arrangement, ordering, disordering - one step at a time."Raqs media collective" 


� “Media ecology looks into the matter of how media of communication affect human perception, understanding, feeling, and value; and how our interaction with media facilitates or impedes our chances of survival. The word ecology implies the study of environments: their structure, content, and impact on people” (Postman, 1980)


� Phantomville publishing company led by the first Indian graphic novelist Sarnath Banerjee 


� � HYPERLINK "http://www.worldcomicsindia.com" ��www.worldcomicsindia.com� 


� During the workshop, the trainees are taught in detail the techniques of figure drawing, methods for introducing a story respectively through its visual and written form and the theory on how to create a story-line and creating a four panel comic.


� Old local traditions are still persisting with practices of dowry and killing of newborn baby girls, which are still called: “Sorry” symbolizing a call to God, which means: “God, we are sorry that another girl is born”.


� The Alternative Law Forum, actively intervene in the domain of economical and social justice, and started to offer legal advise to marginalized groups, which otherwise wouldn’t be in position to be represented in a legal process.


� � HYPERLINK "http://www.altlawforum.org/lawmedia" ��www.altlawforum.org/lawmedia� 


� � HYPERLINK "http://www.altlawforum.org/document.2004-12-20.6592284055" ��http://www.altlawforum.org/document.2004-12-20.6592284055� 





