Children as Citizens

AMMAN MADAN

ne of the most important prob-
O lems every society faces is how to

prepare young people for life in it.
How should one behave with one’s family,
neighbours and community, with one’s
employers and employees, the govern-
ment and its critics and so on? Especially
important is what to do when there is a
conflict of views and desires, which can
occur over everything, ranging from whom
it is acceptable to love to who should get
more resources, what is worthy of respect
or even what is true. Should one act with
restraint or rage? Should we respect in-
dividuals or give preference to commu-
nity identities, to equality or hierarchy?
Do we try to talk about things or ask
others to decide for us? Do we seek con-
sensus or accept dissension? There is a
great deal of debate over what an educa-
tion that prepares young people for life
should look like.

The question of how humans should
live with each other is at the heart of
many normative and reflective narra-
tives like those to be seen in religions,
political ideologies, academic writings
and school textbooks. Some progressiv-
ist pedagogues follow Rousseau to say
that all good lies within children them-
selves, and if only teachers and parents
got out of the way, then children would
automatically discover for themselves
the best way to act. Most other educa-
tionists are less sanguine about this and
propose a variety of ways of teaching a
culture of public and family life. They
recommend varying degrees of autono-
my for children to reflect and decide for
themselves. While some think that they
have absolute truths to hand over, many
believe that humans must always be ten-
tative and open to other points of view.
There must be some balance, it seems,
between socialising children into vir-
tues and learning to reflect on moral
issues. Where exactly that balance lies,
however, is not easy to see. All this is
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complicated by the way power shapes
our understanding. The cultural and po-
litical agendas of powerful institutions
and cultures like those from West Eu-
rope and North America have intermin-
gled with agendas coming from our own
land. In the latter, too, there are pulls
and pushes in different directions from
various political ideologies, castes, classes,
genders, communities, and so on.

Understanding Childhood .

Indians must make their way through all
these contending voices to decide what to
cultivate in young people. To merely say
that we must struggle against Western
ideas and practices is too simplistic. There
is much to learn from them and many
ideas are also part of our own traditions.
It is equally simplistic to suggest that
all cultural positions are equally valid.
Instead, we have to go through the diffi-
cult process of understanding our gene-
alogies, scrutinising their validity and
learning to build new intuitions, con-
cepts, aesthetics, practices and institu-
tions. This is the challenge facing not
just India, but many other parts of the
world, too.

Krishna Kumar has been one of the
foremost Indian scholars struggling to
see how this might work out. One of the
most prolific educationists in this country,
he has the rare ability to write equally
lucidly in Hindi as well as English, prac-
tising a much-needed bilingual approach
to scholarship. His 1991 book, which
was revised in 2020 as Politics of Educa-
tion in Colonial India, is among the two or
three books that everyone wanting to
figure out what to do in Indian educa-
tion should read.

SEPTEMBER 10, 2022 VOL LVII NO 37

The slim volume is a collection of
Kumar’s lectures and essays from the
last decade around the theme of grow-
ing up into citizenship in India. The
opening chapter sets out his basic
framework of an India that experiences
modernity through the arrival of the
British and is still struggling to find its
own interpretation of it. This struggle
can be seen in the way Indian communi-
ties, the state, and schools look at child-
hood and adolescence. Kumar agrees
with many sociologists of childhood that
modernity shaped a vision of childhood
that extended longer than how most
other cultures saw it. This extension of
childhood gave individuals more protec-
tion from the demands of work and sex-
uality and thus permitted them to have
more time for their own development.
The Indian state has pushed for this by
passing legislation like the Right of Chil-
dren to Free and Compulsory Education
(rTE) Act, which mandates compulsory
schooling for all till the age of 15 and by
enacting a series of laws, increasing the
legal age of marriage. Kumar points out
that both of these conflict with wide-
spread practices in India. Consequently,
there has been an ongoing tussle be-
tween Western modernity and indige-
nous views aver how childhood should
be defined, particularly over what the
state wants to do with children.

School as a Site of Modernity

The contemporary school is an important
site where the agendas of modernity are
pushed forward and many collisions can
be seen there. Kumar underlines how they
have gendered, class and caste dimen-
sions. Girls, for instance, come to school
carrying with them from home a special
concern with their body and a future
role of a married woman and mother. This
clashes with the principles of the con-
temporary school system, which claims
to uphold modernity’s ideals of individu-
al freedom to choose one’s life and pas-
sions. Kumar believes that the school is
rightfully a site where children should
get the freedom to unleash their growth.
This necessarily means some contradic-
tions between the school and the family,
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with the latter characteristically being
a place to socialise children into their
customaryroles instead.

Kumar points out that the Indian school
system has many paradoxes—one of
which is that it claims to be liberal and
genderblind, while actuallybeing deeply
gendered. Its curricula and processes
address the movement of boys into new
social roles, while quietly refusing to
challenge the family’s role expectations
for girls. Girls learn a girlhood, Kumar
says, not a childhood. The Western lib-
eral notion of a free rights-bearing indi-
vidual is conspicuously absent in it.
Kumar believes that in spite of having a
fractured male-centric practice of mo-
dernity, schools have still proven to be
a place of refuge for girls where, for a
while at least, they are protected from
the fears that they are otherwise ex-
pected to live with.

Kumar broadly believes in the poten-
tial of modernity and holds that the
state must be responsible for fulfilling
it. He emphasises in several essays that
the RTE was a historic milestone for our
country. The universalisation of elemen-
tary education, which it legislated into
place, was not conceived as just a me-
chanical getting of certificates. Instead,
it was meant to be an education that
enabled children to discover and fulfil
their possibilities. This legislative inter-
vention formally carved out a distinct
space for childhood in our country.

Challenges to the RTE

In a magisterial essay, Kumar outlines
the main challenges that the rRTE has
faced from within the education system
itself. It is an essay that everyone work-
ing in the domain of education should
read. Kumar starts by saying that with
the right to education being seen as
part of the right to life, the Indian state
has acknowledged its responsibility for
ensuring that every citizen gets to live a
life of dignity. However, the implemen-
tation of this responsibility by the state
leaves much to be desired. The focus
has been more on access rather than on
the quality of education. Today, with
the continued decline of public school-
ing and growth of private schools, even
that access is under attack.
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The features of the education system
that have been barriers to the vision of
childhood and dignity embedded in the
RTE include an intrinsic series on exclu-
sions when moving from elementary to
secondary and higher levels. Historically,
exams have served a gatekeeping role to
reduce numbers going from one level to
the next. Sucha deeply entrenched system
of annual examinations serves primarily
to exclude and not to help in the goal of
learning which assessment is otherwise
so important for.

The overall system of higher educa-
tion, too, is very poor in quality, with
only a few halfway decent pockets among
the otherwise vast numbers. Such a
higher education has naturally failed to
throw up the required number of teach-
ers with adequate knowledge of the
subjects they are to teach. At the same
time, teacher education is a morass of
corruption and incompetence. A fewin-
stitutions producing star recruits of a
handful of high-paying firms serve to
blind us to the mess that*is the rest of
our education system. Meanwhile, fast-
growing privatisation is further distorting
the purposes of education. It is pushing
learning away from what is good for
children towards what is good for con-
sumerism and big business instead.

The market and India’s social divides
draw careful attention from Kumar. He
points out that the increasing nexus be-
tween the states and markets is punch-
ing holes in the limited protection that
was being afforded by the state to girls
through schooling. They are now in-
creasingly exposed via market process-
es to gendered roles and identities and
to a culture of commodified work,
which the school was trying to present
a bulwark against. Modernity claimed
to be offering the possibilities of libera-
tion through institutions like schools.
The potential for liberation is now fac-
ing new challenges.

Part of the difficulty has been the
way modernity has been defined as
quintessentially urban as opposed to a
modernity that had roots in rural areas,
too. The result of this has been that ed-
ucation has been overwhelmingly de-
fined as an urban-centric exercise of
upliftment of the ignorant rural masses.
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Education under modernity privilege:
getting a choice in what to do witt
one’s life, but for rural children, this i
assumed to only mean moving to urbar
areas. Villages got defined by the Brit
ish as symbols of tradition and this nar:
rative continues on in contemporary
India. Across several chapters, Kumatr
rues the fact that the city is seen as the
teacher and the village as the one who
has to be taught, much as the colonial
rulers were teachers and the natives
the taught. This has become embedded
in our development discourse and in
our development workers, with very
mixed results. The possibility of a mo-
dernity that works through both rural
and urban society has been denuded.

Marginalisation

The education system that our model of
development has created is hurting the
poor, Dalits and particularly Adivasis
the most. Schools and employers oper-
ate with a kind of Darwinism where
only those at the top of the heap de-
serve any respect and consideration.
The rest, it is thought, deserve to re-
main lying in their muck. It is rare to
have any serious discussion of caste in
any schoolbook. A notable exception to
this are the social studies books devel-
oped by the National Council of Educa-
tional Research and Training (NCERT)
when Kumar himself was its director.
Adivasi languages and cultures have,
for the most part, been bulldozed and
suppressed, thereby losing the many
pedagogic possibilities that a dialogue
with them could have created. All this
happens in spite of the Constitution
and the many legal commitments the
state has made at different times. Yet,
Kumar refuses to throw up his hands in
despair and continues to demand that
we hold the state to its responsibilities.

Alternative Systems/Visions

Kumar has been arguing for many
years that we need not see Indian edu-
cation as a hopeless, barren space that
needs infusions from Western-trained
educationists and policymakers to be-
gin to flower again. He has often writ-
ten about Gandhian basic education as
a paradigm that carried within it some
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of the best ideas of contemporary edu-
cation. It is fitting that the last essay in
his book is on the work of Devi Prasad
who studied in Rabindranath Tagore’s
Santiniketan and later joined Seva-
gram to work on the place of art in
Indian education. Prasad believed that
all children had the tendency to seek
self-expression, which was the basis of
all pedagogies that emphasised active
learning. He did not focus on the elite
forms of art alone and believed that all
kinds of art were actually intercon-
nected and integral, refusing at a deep-
er level to distinguish between weav-
ing and painting. The importance of
art lies in it providing a kind of “nour-
ishment” that leads to harmony, Pras-
ad said. This was what established a
predisposition towards peace in human
subjectivity. Such ideas, unfortunately,
have little traction in our times where
online coaching has become a vast mar-
ket promising that children will “tri-
umph” over the world and be “victors.”
So much so that after Prasad wrote in
1959 the original version of his now-
classic Hindi book on art in education,
it disappeared and he himself almost
forgot about it. It was only when some-
one showed him an article by Kumar on
the book in the 1980s that he rewrote it
in English as Art: The Basis of Education.
In its prelude, he credits Kumar for the
revival of his book.

Given its origin in disparate talks and
essays, there is much that this book per-
haps could not have addressed. Kumar
does not refer to different perspectives on
citizenship education in the academic
world, for instance. Nor does he take up
the many different cultural and historical
models of what it means to become a per-
son in the world. One also wonders if some
ideas would have benefited from being
discussed in a more qualified manner.

Problem of Modernity

or Patriarchy?

For instance, colonialism is said to be re-
sponsible for the state holding back from
intervening in how girlhood is defined.
This, however, is a much older pattern in
India, going back from the Mughals to
Manu and perhaps beyond, where states
avoided regulating or legislating on lo-
cal customs. It is under colonial moder-
nity instead that there is widespread ac-
ceptance that laws will get passed on
domestic matters like the age of mar-
riage. Perhaps in schools it is patriarchy
and not modernity that is responsible for
not trying hard enough to change girls’
social roles and norms.

Kumar’s pedagogic vision emphasises
the agency of children in making sense of
the world. At the same time, though, there
is a particular context that they are part of.
We understand quite well now that no one
hangs between the earth and the sky inan

individualistic, free manner; everyone is
part of a certain culture or other. This has
raised many questions like how to learn to
be part of that culture and how to deal
with differences and inequalities of pow-
er. Indeed, this is perhaps one of the big-
gest issues facing our times. In his sensi-
tive essay on regimentation and national-
ism, Kumar recommends teaching

one, to redesign syllabi and textbooks so
as to provide room for critical reflection on
culture and history; and two, to prioritise
peace values such as tolerance, non-vio-
lence and conflict resolution through nego-
tiation. (p 53)

It is not clear how the latter sits with
his injunction for autonomy. It would
have been good to have learned how
Kumar recommends we balance these
two contending goals of education—
enculturation into particular ways and
critical reflection on everything.

Past readers of Kumar would see in this
book what he is currently thinking on the
themes that have concerned him over the
years. Newer readers would understand
why Kumar’s influence on Prasad in a way
symbolises his impact on scholarship on
Indian education. He is one of a dwindling
numbers of Indian voices today who re-
mind us of the profound questions that
face education and society.

Amman Madan (amman.madan@apu.edu.in)
teaches at the School of Education, Azim
Premji University, Bengaluru.

Banks in India.

EPWREF India Time Series

Expansion of Banking Statistics Module

(State-wise Data)

The Economic and Political Weekly Research Foundation (EPWRF) has added state-wise data to the existing Banking
Statistics module of its online India Time Series (ITS) database.

State-wise and region-wise (north, north-east, east, central, west and south) time series data are provided for deposits,
credit (sanction and utilisation), credit-deposit (CD) ratio, and number of bank offices and employees.

Data on bank credit are given for a wide range of sectors and sub-sectors (occupation) such as agriculture, industry,
transport operators, professional services, personal loans (housing, vehicle, education, etc), trade and finance. These
state-wise data are also presented by bank group and by population group (rural, semi-urban, urban and metropolitan).

The data series are available from December 1972; half-yearly basis till June 1989 and annual basis thereafter. These
data have been sourced from the Reserve Bank of India’s publication, Basic Statistical Returns of Scheduled Commercial

Including the Banking Statistics module, the EPWRF ITS has 28 modules covering a range of macroeconomic and
financial data on the Indian economy. For more details, visit www.epwrfits.in or e-mail to: its@epwrf.in
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