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In other words

My introduction to Sarai happened in Cybermohalla, through some of the diaries

Azra, Shamsher, Yashoda, Bobby, Nilofer, Shahjehan, Shagufta, Suraj,
Tabassum and Mehrunnisa had written. They were in two files - one red, one
mustard. The mustard file had photocopies from the diaries. | started with the

red file. It had in it neatly typed sheets.

The first page read:

Sarai Karyashala
Compughar

1 May to 30 June, 2001
Computer se jaan pehachaan
Notes by Azra

1-5-2001

| flipped over some twenty sheets. To a page with the same title, but by
Mehrunnisa. | read the first few lines. They said, and | am translating here:
The computer system. This is made of three things. It can't work if any is
missing. The names of these three things are - one: hardware, two: software,

three: user.

The simplicity with which this gestured toward the compelling need to recognise

organic links that become visible only through an engaged practice based
approach had me enraptured.

| searched the file for more. And was struck by the easy translatability of the
language of basic functions in computers to the language of our everyday

practice.
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Shagufta wrote:

SAVE. This is of two types. "Save' and “Save As'.

When we want to create and save a file for the first time, we click on 'Save As'.
A file can also be saved by clicking on "Save'. It is only the first time that we
“Save As'. Thereafter, we only 'Save'.

Azra wrote:
Today we learnt how to "Cut', "Copy' and "Paste'. How we can lock any thing
(baat) in "Paste' and take it to another place and stick it there. We can also

change the written from the middle of a story.

As | started to read, then to translate the diaries, and also began my interactions
with the young adults who had written them, these small notes remained with
me. Somewhere they were like signs | encounter on street corners that could tell
you where you currently are. Which was helpful, because through the diaries |

was entering a zone abuzz with activity.

The diaries had then, as they do now, come to me to embody those moments
where apparently disparate variables - young adults who are also, many of
them, school dropouts, living in a basti in the heart of the city of Delhi, coming
together in a one room media lab there, writing diaries together on free software
GNU/Linux, and in collaboration with the Sarai Media Lab and Ankur -
periodically constellate to spin, tell, re-tell and search narratives in a language
that does find expression. In a sense then, the compughar was to me like a haat
where one brings along one's wares, as also the tools and the material with
which to create newer ones in an environment that can only be the haat's alone;
to exchange, to gift, to carry back and to tranform and be transformed in the
process. A haat, which by being about people and what all they bring with them,

what they share and who they meet, is never the same on any two occassions.

If languages are not about the pouring out of a heart's content, but a result of,
and defining simultaneously, the context in which they are located - the
language of work, the language of rights, of resistance, of love, of parents trying

to communicate with their teenage child, of play, the language of the street, of
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the policy maker, of a journalist, private languages, the language of shared
memories, the language between four friends - and if every 'successful’
conversation is one where the loss in the communication is minimised, then

doesn't every communication involve a process of translation?

Words mean what we want them to mean. And yet, they are stable. As also with
a life through interpretation from one language to another, through travelling in
conversations. If words are simultaneously stable and indeterminate, alive and
inert, isn't then translation that moment, that in-between space, when they
transform, change shape, colour, texture, sound? What does it mean then when
| say | have translated these diaries?

A dilemma | was constantly faced with when | sat down to translate the diaries
from the spoken Hindi that was written into the English that | spoke and wrote,
was how to retain the essence of not only the images these texts conjured, the
contexts they evoked through what they said, but also of how not to alter the
nature of the language that was used, the structures within them. That is, on the
one hand, the language is being created in the context from which it is being
written. At the same time, it is also a reflection of that context. In translating, do |
privilege one over the other? Do | try to understand the context and therefore
translate into a language in which the context may be easily understood? Or do |
retain the language because it somewhere also communicates the context

itself? Let me elaborate.

One, there was the realisation that the languages in which the diaries were
written were of the individual's alone. Shamshers' as different from Shahjehan's
from Suraj's from Yashoda's, and so on, because every person has a language
that emerges from their particular, individuated context and experiences. These
languages, that are at some level individual, at some, private, | began to
understand only through interacting with the individuals who were writing and
speaking with me, and one another. So while there was a certain amount of
editing and rewriting | found myself doing in some of the written for the sake of
easy communicability, there were texts that | didn't want to alter at all even

though at the first glance they seemed "grammatically incorrect" or garbled. An
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instance that comes to mind is one where Azra seemed to be inhabiting a
number of time spaces simultaneously in the way in which she wrote about

a remembered instance that unfolded over a period of a few days, and
within which she kept skipping back and forth to different days and moments.

She wrote:

T g g W uH AR W ghE ol SOSEl SR o
TEE S ot W ge B W e ¥ AR Kl g W gl
SAEHl Y@t €1 SHAHT VT WG AT, §he o, ST &g, 3T
HA-TTHT T g A H Pl g I U@ e R A
ol g, @8 ot T T weel Tk sia wet g ot
W gl ot 98 wEl WD

(Nearby was a barber's shop. The barber was very old. Maybe he too has died.
Now | see some other man at the shop. That old man was fair skinned, he had
white hair, short stature and was wearing a kurta-pyjama. | ran up to him and

asked him, till a day back there was a woman lying here who was dead. Where

has she gone?)

At the same time, there was also their shared context - that of the basti within a
city - that made for certain shared languages as well, that then communicated
and embodied that very context. For instance, while to me a tap has significance
in that water flows from it, in the language that | heard from all of them, it isn't
water that flows or doesn't, but the tap itself which comes and goes. So while |
have never found myself saying "the tap has gone", hearing that within the
compughar is ‘commonplace'. And to that extent it signifies that in the basti,
there is a whole social life and relations that get created when it is time to fill
water - a life of fights, of conversations, of teasing, of friendships, of gossip, of
celebration. A life that is dependent on when the tap comes to life, when water

flows from it. And in that sense, the tap itself is temporal.

But these were nuances of language that remained hidden from me for the time
| entered the texts only through reading them. It was only when | found myself in

the world of conversations that the compughar is, that | realised the significance
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of listening in. It was then that | realised the meaning of the words | had found

myself using often, the words "lost in translation".

One last thing before | go away. And that is what has elsewhere been called the
‘remainder of translation’. Remainder: a part that is left over, a part that is still to
come. Somewhere, in the everyday-ness of what has been written variously in
the diaires, they contain in them that which we all already know - work, love,
fear, labour, death, sorrow, life, school, routes, discovery, reinterpretation.
‘Things’ we find resonances of in our own lives. It is one thing to have

translated them into English. What is needed, however, is for all of these, which
are already somewhere absorbed in the yarns that form the tapestry of our lives,
to also be translated into the different registers, different categories, different
languages through which we - all of us - live. If words have significance, if words
are constantly being translated, and translating us, this remainder would be that
which would be something we could all collectively as individuals and

individually as that which comprises public, give some thought to.

Shveta
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Reflections on images

| had been working with this group of adolescent people from LNJP basti, a
typical urban slum; | found it extremely fascinating to learn about their
competency. Most of them are middle school dropouts. At Sarai we started the
Cybermohalla project with them through a workshop on computer basics,
graphics, photography and text writing. Being a designer myself | was telling
them how to work on computer using text editor and image manipulator. As we

were working on GNU/Linux, | had to tell them about Star Office and Gimp.

Star Office, like MS Office, is a complete suite. It has drawing, presentation and
other tools along with text editor. | started with the text editor and the drawing
tool. | planned to teach them this particular tool for three days; but to my
surprise they learnt it within one day and actually started getting bored with it by
the end of the next day. Simultaneously, | was teaching them how to type in
English and then Hindi using Susha font. Susha font uses the roman key map
on phonetic similarity. In some situations when computers did not have that font
for some time, they continued typing their Hindi text using English font, as they

remembered the Shusha map by heart.

Then | started teaching them Gimp. They already had their hand set in
commands like Copy, Cut, Paste etc. Then they started learning using layers,
filters etc.

After going back to the Compughar at the Ankur Centre, they started working on
different projects using Gimp, Star Office etc.

One of the major problems in computing is language. People who don’t have
much control over English language might find difficult to understand the
commands in softwares. | think for these young people, as they are not that
proficient in English, communication with softwares was built up on the basis of
the visual. The position and the look of the commands works as language for

them. And often they name commands in their own language.
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One more thing which | found interesting is their excitement about animation.
Though they were very comfortable with Gimp, they had a psychological
blockage about drawing, so actually very few of them used to draw on the
computer. But after they discovered the possibility of making animation in Gimp,
their creativity took off.

When | started working on this book | was wondering which strategy | should
use for designing. Then | started looking back at my numerous visits to LNJP
basti. What | distinctly remember is a series of images of that space. Images of
walls, alleys, windows, doors, textures, colours and also people almost all over
the place. | thought it would be ideal to reflect the ambience of the basti in the
book along with the stream of narration almost on the same space by its
inhabitants. | chose not to illustrate the book, rather tried to create a parallel
narration with the images, some where trying to abstractly represent the text,
some where the two are completely disjointed.

It is truly a great pleasure working with them and learning from them about
computing and designing from a different social practice, where computing may

not be a luxury but is definitely not unapproachable.

Mrityunjoy Chatterjee
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Yeh tera ghar, yeh mera ghar:
yeh Compughar

The seductive jargon, “Alternative Education’, is actually a hugely complex issue.
Generally the vision of organisations claiming to search alternatives is extremely
myopic, and translates into programmes that are a lethal blend of the monotony

of schools and a poor understanding of what comprises ‘informal education’.

'Social work' gets trapped in the discourse on development.

To find a way out of this, Ankur's attempt since its inception has been to
innovatively experiment with methods and techniques in education, and to
ensure that Ankur centres are sensitive and responsive to children in their
approach and environment. In other words, what we desire is for our children
from the bastis to have access to that which they are deprived of in schools.
What is needed is that we be excited by innovation, but not get swept away by

blind faith in it. That there be creativity, but along with that a critical attitude.

The social and linguistic environs our children come from make English an alien
and feared language. The same can be said of computers as well. There are
few who will doubt the utility of computers in today's world. Even though most
schools in cities today do make computers available to their students, the
methods by which computers are taught fail to instil in the students any
competence or comfort with these. What we needed, then, was to make a fresh
beginning. There was no paradigm, either in the world of NGOs, or in the social
context we were in, that we could fall back upon. Moreover, while computers
may be commonplace in public schools, our children had not had access to
them. And then there were financial constraints as well. A promise of funds
from Youth Reach was sufficient for us to accept Sarai's proposal to start a
media lab in the LNJP basti. This media lab was named 'Compughar' by our

children.

Now began our search for a team of children that would be able to work and
learn at Sarai, and then carry further their work within the Compughar. Among

other things this meant the team would have to spend time at Sarai for a month.
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Meeting parents was a next logical step. When intimated by the Ankur Centre,
some agreed immediately. Enthused by such response, we started building our
team on a first-come-first-serve basis. Save one, all were school-going, student
of class VIl and VIII. We were conscious that inspite of the excitement of these
children, parents may still have reservations stemming from doubts and fears
about their children travelling outside the basti, the possibility of discontinuing
work at the Centre, the costs involved in travel and food. Will the father agree?
Will the neighbours gossip? What avenues will learning computers open up?
Such, and many others, were concerns that had to be responded to.

Somehow, through cajoling and convincing, all agreed, and work began in the
summer vacations that year. The first few days were a little awkward for the
children. There was the newness of the work environment at Sarai, the pressure
of work, the fear of strangers. But within a couple of days, they settled down and
got completely absorbed in their work. It didn't take them long to realise that
what they were learning was nowhere similar to the computer courses their
friends were pursuing. Any fear that remained of technology vanished when
Supreet and Pankaj opened up the CPU and left it like that, with its innards
displayed. Similarly, the accessability of, and the freedom to play around with
cameras and tape recorders meant that within a matter of days, these converted
from being quaint and awe-inspiring novelties to instruments that needed to be

experimented with and creatively used.

There was also the freedom to play games on computers. Sometimes when the
game fever hit, it continued unabated. But through these developed a high
degree of comfort with the key board and the mouse, and so began the use of
words and brushes to create colourful images. Soon came the opportunity to
play around with photographs and sounds. And then the Internet happened,

mailing accounts were opened and mails sent.

Another thing that happnened was that they started to ask questions, more
questions. Started seeing the contexts around things. Started trying to trace
issues to their roots. Anxieites of the travel to and from Sarai apart, the five

weeks at Sarai were over before we realised it. There was one unfortunate
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incident that happened in the middle of all of this. Young Ayesha fell ill and
passed away. Through tears and pain, everyone paid her their tributes and
promised never to forget her.

Life goes on. It was time to move out from Sarai. There was a farewell party and

now started the Compughar at JP colony.

In a corner of a class room already in existence were placed two huge tables,
and on them, two tiny computers. Now emerged the first of our troubles: getting
the other children to get over their excitement at seeing these strange objects
from a faraway land! To add fuel to this fired up imagination, our young cyber
comrades started their own games. They would play songs on the computers,
play games, scan photographs of family members and film stars and show them
off to friends, gift them their works of art. Who would not want to touch and feel
such a magical machine? This free-reigned creativity had to be put to a stop on

several occassions.

Then the schools reopened. And now we had on our hands the problem of
having to deal with different time schedules of different children in their
respective schools. Accordingly, Compughar started to run in two shifts. Still, two
computers between four people presented a definite resource crunch. Electricity
was a persistent problem. A power failure in one shift meant the two computers
would have to be shared between eight in the other shift! The danger fluctuating
voltage posed was another reality to contend with. On top of that the computers
had to brave the onslaughts by our inexperienced users. It wasn't as if finding an
instructor was going to be easy. But comfort came in the form of rescue
operations from friends at Sarai in situations of emergency. Then we realised
that one or two of our own children could be trained as instructors, and they
could themselves carry on with training others. This has been done, and the

results haven't been bad at all.

Then there also wasn't any security arrangement for all of the expensive items -
the computer, scanner, tape recorder, microphone, digital camera, UPS - that

now inhabited the Compughar. Strong iron doors were put in place.
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Initially things were not particularly organised, neither were the children
disciplined. One room housed two centres. The telephone was a constant
distraction for those who sat right beside it. And instead of photographs of the
basti, family albums were being compiled, whatever the topic. There was
hesitation about interviewing people in the basti. So we started sending them off
in pairs. They would come back and complain that no one speaks with them, or
that people pass comments, and that they feel embarrassed. Also, the girls were
shy. But a little encouragement, some advice, and the work and its quality
improved. The involvement of Sarai in this was significant. Children would wait
impatiently for Jeebesh on Fridays, and for Joy who came in on two other days
of the week. Joy patiently taught them everything from the basics of working on
computers, to drawing images on it. Jeebesh, through casual conversations,
constantly brought in newer perspectives with which to look at the world around.

Yeh ghar bahut haseen hai

Well, does there exist a place that doesn't have its share of troubles! Within a
month, the children understood that they were not doing a normal computer
course. Writes Nilofer...

There is definitely a computer here, but no course. Neither is there any
vocational training. There isn't competition of any kind. No tension of overtaking
others. We work on three things - text, image, sound.

We write texts. Then type them out on the computer. In it we write about the
basti, interviews with people and our own experiences. In the same way, we
take photographs on different topics in the basti. We are told what all we need to
keep in mind while taking a photograph so it comes out well. For instance,
where the light should fall from, on whom, how much. “Sound' means listening to

and recognising the softest and the loudest of sounds.

Taking all of these, we bring out a wall magazine, “lbarat', every month. This is
put up in various places in the basti.
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Along with changing perspectives also changed personal lives. For instance,
small changes in Azra's life. The constant reprimands ceased. People stopped
talking of the possibility of her becoming wayward by going to the Center. The
fear of the basti vanished from her heart - Now | can interview anyone. Not only
that, now people come to me to get their interview taken. | see changes around
me. Many girls now step out of home. Sometimes | wonder if that is because of
me... My mind doesn't remain empty now. Things around me seem to deserve
being thought about. New meanings disclose themselves to me. Yashoda used
to stay inside the house earlier. Widowed at a young age, and having lost a
child, family members constantly rebuked her about getting her married off and
about her doing something with her life. But in the Compughar, among others
my age, | have been able to let go of my past. | now have the confidence to live
life on my own terms. Shamsher was bored with his school. He has developed a
new interest in computers. With an opportunity to meet new people, speak with
them, enjoyment has replaced nervousness. Earlier Nilofer's father used to get
upset each time the Center was mentioned. Why don't you pack your bags and
live there? Now he speaks of the need to get there on time.

As a team also, there have been positive changes in the Compughar. In place of
the earlier competition, there is now a relaxed environment. Everyone is ready to
do everything. There is more confidence than before when it comes to being
associated with forums on social issues, or speaking on big occassions, or
performing on stage. Not only has their status improved in their society, but also
at home. There is now freedom from household chores. What they say carries
weight at home. Now no one says they are getting spoilt. Now they are spoken
of as having got "stuck" to the Center. Even if denoting somewhere a jealousy,
this is definitely not said disrespectfully. Parents' fear and mistrust have given

way to trust for their own and other children.

Compughar has broken many such borders, loosened many restrictions. Now
the world of books and the world around don't seem so disparate. The boundary
of "that only pertaining to the book" has stretched. Because knowledge, skill and
understanding have sprung from many sources. Life itself has become a book,

the pages of which are interwoven and in constant dialogue with one another.



189

114
4
)
2
2
E

3

|

:

i~ 2
é:i
3

3
T q
¥ ST BT IR T % A B G EEe e Y

494

X HY HEH H TN d | AT FIFR T A
Wﬁﬁﬁawﬁaﬁﬁ@ﬁaﬁﬂ@mlﬁa
H AT WA W S w1 STcHlIwEE S T §1 YHSK
T | T g ATl S AT P H UH S
T gl e @ oM, ST S s w1 i
3 TS ® WH W O H ol g1 Uget
%eﬂwﬁ?{aﬁwﬁémaﬁﬁlmﬁﬁ
a%“fl%ﬁ'{&'ﬂﬁﬁémﬁ?ﬁo T A T @t wEI ¥ SW
H A wA

1134

%@E

FAR TH S ® o FgE Al | TS aeiter g8 g
T dcll WYl i SE W Uk WEfEd WX HEl S99 T
21 B HIE W H®B B Bl GARX | ST GHEHINTH TIHRI d
g2 I W Fied A1 Y W WHH HH T I
¥ SR BT S T | GHS W Al IR e
& W H N TR W@ TE 2 SRR B HE-FS
21 36! ol B B W doset & Sl ®)
3 forg @ €1 o9 I A=x 4 Touw’



190

Calling education “secondary' or “incidental' becomes meaningless if we start
trying to read our surroundings, the affairs of the everyday. Then life also stops
being about getting ready for the extra-ordinary, the out-of-the-way. The
community is the school, the syllabus, the laboratory. Where we don't shy from
uncomfortable questions, but face them head-on.

It is in the communities truths and difficulties that their knowledge attains social
and real meaning. On the other hand, this programme takes us into the world
where we can begin perhaps to learn what is for them context, truth, values;

how these are etched, erased and recreated.

Where do we go from here?

In simple words, what is the future? Maybe we don't know the answer to this.
But the question exists. As of now mothers say their daughters won't work. But
maybe their skills will be of help in times of trouble. The truth is that in our
society every skill is immediately connected with job opportunities. Your abilities
have meaning only if they can be served with a meal. In this sense, that which
we have here is neither concrete, nor certain. But this much can be said that
they are able to learn here that which peers their age don't have access to.
Maybe some technical knowledge form here comes in handy at some time.
Maybe we only take our experiences to another place and they teach what they
have learnt to others. But more important is that new horizons have opened up,
new possibilities have arisen. And many omong them will be able to continue
with their studies and be able to work with a consciousness and an

independence.

Where we would like to go from here is to move to those areas and
people/children whose bastis continue to survive amid all the difficulties. It is not
possible for us to provide in bastis that which is available to those who live in
beautiful/big houses. We want to work on “local history' because it opens up a
possibility to create a critical consciousness about existing inequalities. And this
is required not only in bastis. The image of bastis that those who don't live in



191

g SR ‘ergell gl Ueh-gEl @ SAt ST @l o |
Trael = IO S T ®, d9fF WM, R, AR TFA B He
U g M § Mol g T oW feaw @ W ? e W
o # A9-TF €1 TH-gR ¥ dada hd &1 UgrE
‘TR T WAt SAM @ S ¥, SR Y SH-UW W,
TSI % AMR hl, TgA I HIRRT HA onf | H ==t
Stem o ARt ot R factetor Aur o Weas 9@ WSt
e & Whel ¥, UISHshH @, UANRIen @1 SRl IR-giaurse
Al @ Y @ g S, 399 oI ST @

U i gedredl Ud gi¥ehell # @ el A AT iR
ardfaes otel gifae wTar @1 9@ gEd SR, dE whEwmH '’
T aodl I 3T A THAT B WE A STl @ SRl SR
WA g€ ST ST Tehel @ 6 S foiw wed o= &, w9 =
F AR €, el W WA o @ - g e el frem

R fRT TEr ST @)

TE TRl A 9 et S

@S g o, wfasy Far 22 3@ WA 1 SO WEE AR
g off @ ¥ AT wemrer & ?1 Hid Teeerer wedl @
IR oTefrdt M & M| |AfeT TR FO a9d

W T TR IMES ITh HE AN | =R TE ¢ 6
H & R AR @ S X @ Sl @1 3TUehl it
adi wefrar it @ S M SEE TA-U A AT WH | SH
e @ v eAR 9w w Al 7 @ 3w R, T & i)
TAT UES HEl ST Thal € fF o %o U ue dE o @
g S oW dR W S §H-SH AfEl i Suesy @l 2

EE TH W HY AR STHSIRAT 39h HH 3 SE | VRS



192

bastis have needs to be an integral part of this local history. And so the children
of JP colony will not converse only with people who live in colonies like their
own. It is imperative that they be allowed to go where their dreams travel,
where, even as they clean the filth in those areas what fills their beings is not
hate, but dreams. Because the truth is that dirt and filth are not limited to bastis.
And neither are their lives limited to the basti. They also encounter courts, police
stations, hospitals, trade, etc. In the next phase, need is to take our Compughar
to those limits that are kept in place only to maintain for perpetuity the distance
between them and the bastis. If we want to cover this distance, we will have to
take the Compughar to those boundaries where its meaning, and the meaning of
life, change in ways bordering on the unimaginable.

Prabhat K. Jha
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