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X he work presented here is the cumulat ion of three years involvement with a small non 

governmental women's organisation, based in the foothills of the Himalayas in India. 
S U T R A was started about twelve years ago by an Indian social worker from Maharashtra, 
Subhash Mendhapurkar . Mov ing from a service-based approach to development, S U T R A ' s 
work underwent a major shift in direct ion in the early 1980s, adopting a participatory ap
proach, with a clear focus on work ing with local village women. The organisation has grown 
to the po int where it has a strong base i n women's groups within the surrounding villages, 
and l inks with more recently established sister organisations in ne ighbour ing districts. 

Staff members o f the organisat ion are people 
f rom the local area, i n the early days p redomi 
nantly m e n , but o f recent years a major effort 
has been put in to emp loy ing a n d t ra in ing 
local women staff. The re were many barriers to 
break down before this was possible. Many of 
the prob lems exper i enced init ial ly were due to 
rules and regulat ions la id down by the organi
sations, such as the need to be literate, rather 
than any re luctance o n the part o f women . 

Over the years the w o m e n have become i n 
volved not only i n campa i gn ing and work ing 
for local deve lopment initiatives, such as 
village water suppl ies, but also i n organis ing 
state-wide campaigns a r o u n d issues such as 
deforestation and l iquor . 

W i th the growing n u m b e r o f women becom
ing involved i n S U T R A ' s work as staff mem
bers, and at a village level i n women 's groups, 

there was a growing demand f rom the w o m e n 
for access to skills and in format ion that w o u l d 
empower them to address local issues more 
effectively. It was f rom this basis that we devel
oped a series o f workshops addressing issues o f 
concern . O n e central focus of these was wom
en's cont ro l over their bodies and heal th. 

Workshops on women's health 

T h e aims o f the workshops were to offer 
women the oppor tuni ty to ga in a greater ' 
unders tand ing and contro l o f the i r lives. . 

Sessions were based o n personal exper ience 
and o n local beliefs and ideologies, us ing 
these as a foundat i on for further exp lo ra t i on 
and analysis o f women 's roles i n society. 

T h e workshops func t i oned o n a n u m b e r o f 
dif ferent levels - inte l lectual a n d analytical. 
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emotional and physical - and the combination 
of these was vital to their success, as were the 
opportunities offered for self-expression, and 
for the gathering of new information. 

We aimed to create an atmosphere of trust 
and openness in a women-only space in which 
women could live, work and sleep together 
over a number of days. 

The following discussion will focus on the 
work carried out exploring women's experi
ences of their bodies, health and sexuality. 

Storytelling 

This was based on women's experiences of 
personal events, such as menstruation, child
birth, marriage. A l l members of the group 
would share their own story. The trust and -
support offered by other women often re
sulted in women feeling able to tell their 
stories in great detail or to talk of painful and 
distressing events in their past. 

These sessions provided a wealth of informa
tion about women's life experiences and were 
important in relieving the fear and isolation 
many felt, particularly about issues such as 
menstrual taboos, infertility, violence and 
rape, most of which are not discussed with any 
ease or openness. , 

Role play 

These often built on women's personal stories, 
providing the group with the opportunity to 
explore how a particular issue e.g. first men
struation, affected a woman and those around 
her. In acting out these situations, the women 
portrayed emotions, traditions and practices 
that had often not been touched upon during 
their stories and discussions. The role plays 
were usually videotaped and played back to 
the group, stimulating further analysis of 
women's societal roles and how they are 
changing. 

Pictures : ^ " ' 

Images played an important role in a number 
of ways. For practical explanations of women's 
anatomy and discussion of menstruation, child 
birth, infertility, and vaginal discharges, simple 
line drawings and pictures were used. Sessions 
using these diagrams sparked discussions 
about women's understanding of their own 
anatomy and physiology. However, it was clear 
that this type of representation of the human 
body was at times confusing and for some, 
deeply embarrassing. 

The physical 
freedom offered 

through dance also 
played a vital role in 

reducing inhibitions and 
enabled women to feel 

more at ease udth 
many of the more 

personal 
discussions. 

In an attempt to understand and help women 
express their own perceptions of their bodies 
more clearly, and subsequently to find ways of 
sharing information about women's anatomy 
and physiology more efifectively, we asked 
women to draw their bodies and internal 
anatomy. This was then shared with the group 
and generated a wealth of new ideas and a 
clearer understanding of the concepts women 
had about how their bodies work, events such 
as menstruation and conception, and of the 
action of contraceptives. It also stimulated 
discussion about relationships with men and 
how women perceived and experienced them. 
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Dancing and body work 

M i m e , movement a n d danc ing , frequently 
w t h music a n d song, were a vital part o f a l l the 
workshops, no t only to offer m u c h needed 
re laxat ion. T rad i t i ona l songs and dances, 
often a part o f marriage ceremonies, offered a 
further source o f mater ia l for analysis - often 
carr ied out by w o m e n th rough satirical rework
i n g o f the or ig inals . T h e physical f reedom 
offered th r ough dance also played a vital ro le 
i n r educ ing inh ib i t i ons a n d enab led women to 
feel more at ease wi th many o f the more 
persona l discussions. 

Myths and history 

A vital e lement o f the workshops as they 
deve loped was the emphasis la id o n myth and 
images a n d stories o f the past. Th is began wi th 
many o f the w o m e n us ing local tales to exp la in 
comp lex o r deeply-held beliefs about women 's 
roles and sexuality. 

It e xpanded when G i t i T h a d a n i , an independ
ent researcher f r om D e l h i was able to j o i n us. 
She has been wo rk ing o n the ancient Ind ian 
texts a n d temple architecture a n d sculpture, 
r e co rd ing a n d in te rpre t ing its m e a n i n g for 
women . U s i n g stories f r om the texts and 
photographs o f sculptures f r om temples, she 
was able to tap a m u c h deeper ve in o f exper i 
ence i n women ' s lives. W o m e n ' s ident i f i cat ion 
wi th many o f the anc ient stories and images 
was very powerful , and l ed to a r i ch explora
t i on o f women ' s sexuality, fertil ity and creativ
ity, i n exploratory, explanatory a n d reflective 
ways. 

Self-examination 

Reach ing the po in t at w h i c h w o m e n felt able 
to deal w i th the idea o f self examina t i on had 
taken t ime a n d the b u i l d i n g o f trust, the 
courage to su rmoun t the many taboos that 
prevent it. It of fered w o m e n new insights a n d 
unders tand ing about their bodies, and l ed 
again to further explorat ions o f women 's 
exper ience, i n this case part icular ly at the 

hands o f the medica l profession. It also served 
as a further occasion o n wh i ch women were 
able to explore i n detai l the ir concerns about 
gynaecological problems, their unders tand ing 
o f them, and their need for reassurance o r for 
support to seek medica l advice. 

Conclusion 

T h e approaches used i n the workshops, as 
descr ibed above, gave women many oppor tun i 
ties to talk about their lives and experiences, 
to explore emot ions, to be heard wi th empa
thy and to receive support when discussing 
issues that raised pa in fu l and distressing 
memories. W i t h i n such a situation it is vital 
that the workshops are seen not as an end in 
themselves but as part o f an ongo ing process, 
a process i n wh ich c o n t i n u i n g support and 
space to talk must be available to women 
tak ing part. If this is not the case, past experi
ences that have st irred up deep emotions may 
become a source o f deep a n d c on t inu ing pa in 
a n d distress. 

T h e process may also serve to open new doors 
and create new avenues for ta lk ing about 
subjects that are regarded as shameful o r 
taboo. For example, a woman who has been 
severely beaten by her husband , after shar ing 
her story w i th in a smal ler group, felt conf ident 
enough to talk about the exper ience at village 
meetings wi th other women . Th is l ed to an 
increas ing recogn i t i on o f the extent o f mari ta l 
v io lence against women w i th in the area, to 
women los ing their sense o f shame at ta lk ing 
about the beatings and ult imately to women 
organis ing more effectively at a commun i t y 
level to in t roduce sanctions against those m e n 
who beat their wives. 

A b o u t the author: Janet Price is a Sainsbury 
fellow at the Department of International Commu
nity Health at the Liverpool School of Tropical 
Medicine, United Kingdom. 
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