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A Postcolonia School

iInaModern World
Vidyashram — The Southpoint

This essay is about a school, taken not only as an educational
project, but as an active historical intervention. A discussion
of the school helps usto interpret the history of education,
and perhaps all history, with new insight; to understand the
nature of modernity in a provincial city; and to fashion

an approach to both theory and practice that could be

called postcolonial.

Som MAJuMDAR, NiTa KuMAR

he school originally called

Southpoint Vidyashram, later

changed to Vidyashram — The
Southpoint,* was set up in 1990 simply
as‘aschool for boysand girls', extending
in the first year from pre-nursery to class
5. Its site was a provincial city that none
of the founders belonged to. The school
was not set up with an intention to express
some grand philosophy of life or nation-
building. It had nothing to pronounce of
afixed nature about the history or past of
India, or which way the future should go.
The peoplein the small founding commit-
tee were serious people motivated by a
zeal for improvement on severa fronts.
But they were sceptical of grand aims.
Perhaps they would intellectually argue
thatinthelongrunwearenot only dead, but
that our well-meaning work dies with us
too, and not that action is futile, but that
we cannot claim to have found the secret

* This is an actual school located at N 1/70
Nagwa, Varanasi, which interested people are
invited to visit (it is run by NIRMAN: http:/
/www.nirmanweb.com). Wedo not specifically
mention or discuss Varanasi because our
argumentisalarger oneregarding provincialism
in India. Because the authors are speaking of
themselves, there should not be an idea that
thereare no other peopleas activein the school
as they. The most active person, whom both
authors would like to mention with respect, is
Priya lyer, the present principal of the school.

to life's problems with our action. They,
or at least the authors, felt unconvinced
by theaimsof all prophetsand visionaries,
ideologuesand missionaries. They simply
wanted to see a job well done.

Perhaps the school was set up in a
moment of naivete, when we—theauthors
will speak for themselves from now on —
convinced ourselvesthat intellectual s, too,
must act. As parents, we had theimminent
problem of anineyear old and afour year
old daughter’s schooling in a city where
investigation into someonedozen reputed
schools had revealed to us depths of
pedagogic violence unknown to us from
our own experience, later to be confirmed
by years of formal research on schools.
As Indians, we had the question to face
of “What are we doing about it?" when-
ever we engaged in a discussion on the
anomaly of the continuation of colonial-
ism into our lives in the present. And
certainly theremust have been an assurance
and a pride. Although not trained school
educators, wewerewell-read in literature,
philosophy, and the social sciences, and
had faithin our powers of observationand
learning as we taught ourselves the skills
of educating children. We could not help
but believe that the level of activities that
went on under the rubric of ‘education’
around us could not but be improved by
our well considered efforts.

So, theintention of founding the school
was to create a space where, unlikein the
institutional spaces we saw around us,
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children could be comfortable and happy
as they learnt. Where children would not
be dominated by arcane authority struc-
tures, and not be subjected to mindless
rote learning and testing. Where a green
and beautiful space could surround learn-
ers, and where they would learn to take
theresponsihility for their environment in
every sense.

That the school could be called
‘postcolonial’ occurred to uslater. Just as
colonialism was not natural or accidental
(it did not have to happen, but it did not
happen by chance either), so is
postcolonialism not merely a point in
history. It is actively constructed, by in-
tellectuals and critics, professionals and
ordinary people. Vidyashram Southpoint
is a school that actively seeks to be
postcolonial, in two ways. One, we see
colonialism as responsible for a poor
pedagogic technology, with excessive
dependence on textbooks, examinations,
authoritarian teachers, mentalities of de-
pendance, and an inability to make con-
nections between texts and experiences.
To be postcolonial is to break the cycle
of reproduction of these colonial struc-
tures and seek to construct new ways of
teaching and learning (which are not new
on the surface of the earth, only in the
colony). Two, we see colonialism as a
relationship that dominates interpersonal
relationships, andeventhepersontoherself
through her discourses and histories. To
be postcolonia is to refuse and reverse
these relationships of domination. The
waysin which thisis done are elaborated
below, in the course of other discussions.

The school has grown over 12 yearsto
class 10, and those, like our older daugh-
ter, who were in class 5 at its inception,
are even done with college now. It has
been successful with its students, in that
they have all become active learners who
believe in taking initiative and have gone
on to good high schools and colleges. But
it has not had many students, and most
have left after afew yearsfor more main-
stream schooling. Its teething problems
with fundsand astableteaching staff have
not vanished with the years. It has not
created a major revolution in the city’s
society, and continues to be questioned
and misunderstood by parents. But it has
not made compromises on its simple/
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complex aims of child-centredness and
postcolonialism. Below arediscussed under
separateheadings, what thecaseof aschool
we would call ‘postcolonial’, located in a
context which can be understood as‘ mod-
ern’, can teach us about history.

Space, Beauty and Garbage

When you walk into Vidyashram
Southpoint, you find it very pretty, with
agreenness and shadiness al over. Some
can instinctively fedl its difference to the
outside, and murmur vaguely something
to the effect of, “This is how a school
should be”. Most do not comment on the
greenness. Perhapsif they did they would
haveto further make somelogical connec-
tionson how itisproduced ascompared to
the garbage of the world outside itswalls.

Every school in the city, in contrast,
lacksagreen and well-tended space. Some
have sizeable grounds, used enthusiasti-
cally by children. Othershavesmaller open
spaces, used equally happily by children.
The happiness of children parallelsthat of
the adult residents of the city who cannot
see the mess they live within as amenable
to change. Adult citizens boast of their
freedominliving asthey likein their city,
that is, in throwing garbage wherever they
like, spitting, and urinating. Children in-
side the schools also share this idea of
freedom, and schoolsdo aninadequatejob
of disciplining them into other ideas of
citizenship and responsibility, as should
be their mandate. Schools are the vehicles
of modernisation and nation-building, but
their spaces, and the public spaces of the
city, do not reflect success in this.

A simple proof of this is a modern
‘colony’ (residentia neighbourhood) in
this provincia city, which looks as gar-
bage-ridden as the worst ‘lums’. In the
colony live every kind of educated, well
placed, prosperous people: doctorsin the
best hospitals of the city and Ayurveds;
professors and teachers in modern insti-
tutionsand Sanskrit pandits; businessmen;
government officers; private executives,
university students and foreign scholars.
Y et, the public space in the colony, espe-
cialy the sizeable space left in the centre
for a‘park’, isahorrible mess of stagnant
water, mud, overgrown grass, and most
indicting, the garbage of al the house-
holds. No onein thiscolony haslearnt the
lesson of civic responsibility.

The two questions that arise are, if you
do have aspacethat isdifferent, how does
your different space help explain this
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garbage? And what possible lessons can
be learnt about changing the rule of
garbage?

Theinvasion of garbagein every public
space can be seen to be the intertwined
result of, so to speak, culture, history, and
nature. Culture: systemsof casteand ritual
definitely lead to well developed ideas of
division, hierarchy, and pollution. History:
thesesystemsweresel ectively exacerbated
instead of being weakened during colonial
rule. A further notion of ‘my own’ was
engendered by the experience of the co-
lonia state as both invasive and foreign,
which made ‘outside’ spaces not my own.
A dependency syndrome was also gene-
rated whereby it was not oneself but the
‘parent’ state that was supposed to take
careof publiclife. Systemsof civicactivity
decayed at every level. Garbage in public
spacesincreased. Nature: modernity inthe
sense of obedience to external, blind,
objective rules, is not ‘natural’, but de-
rived, learnt, and internalised. It is natural
to throw your waste materials just any-
where. Why isit worseto do that, asevery
single person in the city does, rather than
inaspecially designedreceptacle?Itisnot,
unless the receptacle rule has been made,
hasbeen taught to everyone, and thenthere
isacheck on its violation. Contemporary
modernity issuch in provincia Indiathat,
international banking and internet cafes
notwithstanding, such rules have not been
made, taught, or enforced.

Theway to changethemerry dominance
of garbage in public life is, most simply,
to make, teach, and enforce some rules.
Most modern schoolsin Banaras have not
donethis. Thosethat havethen shouldface
uptothesecondlevel of theproblem. How
do you make the rule ‘natural’ ? Observa-
tion of the behaviour of students of dis-
ciplinarian schools reveals that their
behaviour changesradically outsideschool
grounds. They associate certain ruleswith
school space and when outside that space,
relapse into other ways of thinking. It is
a problem of both space and time.
Chintamani M ukherjee, the founder of the
local Anglo-Bengdli Inter College, may
have been a superlative dave driver in
forcing order and beauty into the spacious
grounds of his school 50 years ago. But
insofar as the sense of respect for the
surroundings was not institutionalised in
theschool family, after him, ledeluge. The
grounds of Anglo-Bengali ook today like
no-man’s land.

When one searchesfor waysto transmit
the principles of cleanliness, beauty, and

respect for the environment, oneisforced
to think precisely of ‘science’, ‘tradition’,
and the ‘nation’, to fight with ‘nature’,
‘history’, and ‘culture’. Science because
itisnecessary to overcomethe natural ness
of certain ways of living by teaching age-
appropriate versions of the germ theory
and environmental pollution. Tradition to
fight colonialism, not only by turning to
certainresourcesinthecultural fund of the
population — to stories of nature worship,
the images of ashramas, river banks and
forest retreats; to the poetry of oneness
with nature and the emotions of season-
aity — but also to pre-colonial processes
of self-help and public responsibility. And
the nation to overcome ‘ culture’, because
the definition of ‘self’ and pridein ‘one’s
own’ is bred largely through rituals, and
rituals can be defined in away that the self
is made larger. Yes, the nation can be
threatening to those excluded, but such
exclusions are not natural but constructed
processes. Rituals can produce definitions
that arepositive, non-threatening, and non-
exclusive, but constructive of a clean,
garbage-free environment.

Searching for these ways, we redise
how history can help us. Similarly, we can
help, soto speak, history writing. To make
children take germs and the environment
seriously meansto strive for the scientific
individual. Todesignritualsthat takepride
in‘our’ land meansto promote somebrand
of nationalism. To use the resources of
literature, philosophy, and mythology
means to propagate some sense of ‘tradi-
tion’. Action in the present obliges us to
take science, nationalism, and tradition
more seriously that we would otherwise
do. Such action and responsibility towards
positioning showsusthat weareembroiled
inahistory that i scontinuouswith the past.
Weseeinamorerounded way that history-
writing needs a humanitarian effort of the
imagination and not merely a sterile and
brilliant intellectual effort. And yet aca-
demics have falen into an analytic habit
of distancing themselves from the history
andideology of past actionsasif they have
stepped outside history and ideology al-
together, and could merely inspect it out
of their free will. Instead of acknowledg-
ingthecontinuity withthepast, they assume
themselves to be sceptical and reflexive,
and others in the past as making only
utilitarian choices with no imagination,
reflexivity, or doubts attached to them. In
the simplest terms, they never ask as a
hypothesis, “ What would we havedonein
that position?’ The difference between us
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and the academic who thinks she is un-
committed and merely looking on at his-
tory or society isthat sheistakingaposition
without acknowledging it and isinvolved
in action by default, whereas we are quite
clear that we are in favour of science,
reform, and nationalism; and we are able
to use the tool of empathy for those
who were so in a study of the past or the
present, even while critiquing them or
deconstructing them.

Our position isradically different from
that of the bemused academic who inter-
feresin ayouthful dumping of garbage on
the street, and is rendered silent by the
youth's challenge, “Do you think thisis
England?’ totrail off with theimplication
that demanding a cleaner environment in
Indiaistantamount tobeing untruetoIndia.
In contrast, we suggest that such an
ethnocentric non-historical youth who
considers garbage control as tantamount
to westernisation, could be taught the
following considerations:

(1) Thereisacertaintrgjectory to history
which puts into question static ideas of
what is ‘England’ and what is ‘India. In
countries such as England certain norms
were set in the 18th and 19th centuries
dictated by the bourgeois state, the capi-
talist system, and mass education, which
madefor what isnow —but wasnot always
—aclean, green England. Wemay not want
a bourgeois state or a capitaist system
without qualification, but masseducation?
What will be the nature of our choices if
we want approximately the same kind of
garbage-free society asresulted in Europe
but without similar class and gender di-
visions, profit accumulation, and colonial -
ism? That is, we must respect history and
not essenceasbeing at theheart of theform
of things, even aswe recogni sethat history
is not a template or a roller coaster that
moulds everything impassively, and can
indeed be moulded.

(2) The young man’s notion of what is
‘English’ andwhat ‘ Indian’ areshort-term
and ahistorical. But to have a longer
perspective means to evoke a past and a
tradition that might give ustheinspiration
to overcome the indifference to garbage.
We have to tread afine line here between
an ethnocentrism that cel ebrates an essen-
tialist and ahistorical notion of what is
India in opposition to the west; and an
imaginative confidencethat what isIndian
is largely what we construct as being so.
That is, we need to shed all fear of being
outsiders just because we are reformers,
because reformers there have been all the

time; and to shed the fear that we may be
inventing tradition, because that is one of
the healthiest relationships to have with
tradition.

The arguably limited case of garbageis
important becauseit highightsthat modern
schoolsin aprovincia city are failures as
agents of the nation state because they
cannot teach the skills of discipline, civil
society, and the discourses needed by
mobilecitizensinaglobalisingworld. The
schoolsarefailures beforeastreet culture,
exemplified in the physical spaces of the
school being influenced by the physical
look of the street, rather than vice versa.
This street culture, however, is not ‘au-
thentic’, being produced by a discernible
interplay of nature, culture, and history. By
attributing authenticity to it, the historian
would limit her vision of a complex,
conflictual processto merely one particu-
lar construction.

It seems clear to us that we stand at a
moment in time (at a ‘crossroads as the
imagery goes) wherethe only valid choice
of path seems to be one leading towards
science, but environmentally sensitive
science; technology, but culturally appro-
priate technology; and development, but
development aimed at redressing gender
and other inequalities. We must recognise
that to not act al soisan action—in support
of science, technology, and development,
without the qualifications above.

Now this action, in favour of science,
tradition, and nationalism, has also to be
takeninaparticular way. Suchisthenature
of provincia modernity that abuildingand
a space which tries to execute the above
qualifications and also use child-
centredness as a central citerion is treated
with suspicion. A modern school in India
meansabox-likebuildingwithalargegate
thatisshut securely. Thewholethingshould
be closed and solid, unattuned to the cli-
mate, wasteful in its use of materials,
uncomfortable to its users. Vidyashram
has evolved over the years from smaller
to larger spaces, and isunusual inits odd
angles, use of bamboo and clay tiles, open
feel, and colourful finish. People are per-
haps afraid that it isnot * modern’ enough,
and they look on it askance. They cannot
imagine anything but a solid, concrete,
box-like structure as being ‘modern’. No
one in a provincia city is impressed.

There could be three reactions to this
dilemma. We could assumethat ‘they’ are
like that, and leave them more or less
benignly totheir ownwayswhileweenjoy
our more compatible structures in other

Economic and Political Weekly  July 19, 2003

places, either in enclaves within the city,
orinother cities, orinother countries. This
was partly the colonia attitude, and today
is the tourist’s, and to some extent the
anthropologist’s. Or we could do ‘them’
afavourandtry toeducateor reform‘ them’
into what we might consider a higher
consciousness. If weweredealingwiththe
poor, we would simply pity their depriva-
tion, including of ideas, and give them
some basics. This was also partly the
colonial attitude, but mostly the
missionary’s and the reformer’s.

Or, thirdly, we could not rest content,
and be ready to admit at any given time
that there is no ssimple solution. We could
strive for an interaction where we are not
interacting with ‘them’, but are al in a
mess together and can only resolve it
together. Torunaway or toact upon'‘ them’
arenot solutions. Toact together isthekey,
which includes argument, difference,
mutual efforts at domination, and slow
understanding of the common aim. This
aim cannot beacommon senseproposition
such as “the health and prosperity of the
child”, but rather consists of negotiations
over ‘hedlth’, ‘prosperity’, ‘success , etc,
and certainly ‘child'.

A postcolonia school is one that does
not giveintolocal culture, aslocal schools
do dl the time, arguing that ‘such is the
place, such are the people’ — ‘kyakare, ye
log hi @ise hain’. Nor does it bully local
peopleinto submission arguing that ‘ such
is necessary’. Both these are colonial
approaches. It recognises the dilemmabut
resolvesit without the distancing from the
other which is at the crux of a colonial-
colonised relationship.

Citizens and Their Guardians

There are some students who are con-
sistent underachievers in whose case it is
easy to see that it is their guardians who
are to blame. The over-rich and molly-
coddled aside, these are children of fami-
lieswhere minimal importance has started
tobegiventoschooling; whereboth parents
or at least themother isuneducated; where
the nature of the father’'s profession
and lifestyle precludes giving time to the
children; where the norm is to be a pre-
cocious child who if not working in child-
hood is engaged in similar pursuits of
freedom and pleasure as adults. It isim-
possible to communicate adequately with
such parents, nor isit the school’ sbusiness
totry and educate themin how to runtheir
families.
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Inour school, however, wedo aremark-
ablejob of trying. In away unprecedented
in the city we have parent-teachers meet-
ings where we try to draw the parents
into discussions of their responsibilities
towardsthechildren. Withintheschool the
teachersregularly discusseach childinthe
context of her home conditions.

Thereal solutiontotheproblemof under-
achievement lies largely in a classroom
structure where time is provided to deal
with social needs. If necessary thetimehas
to be provided outside but as an adjunct
to the class. The solution lies largely in
making the classroom activities of such
high levels of attractiveness that motiva-
tion arises from even among those indif-
ferent to learning. The solution also lies,
andinconnectionwiththeabove,inpulling
together real-life experiences of children
withtheacademic skillsthey needtolearn.

None of these solutionsis tried in pro-
vincia schools today. Indeed the notion
of ‘underachievement’ doesnot exist. The
child is simply labelled ‘dull’ if he fails
to achieve and the family labelled ‘ back-
ward’. Having become familiar with such
childreninour classrooms, weareinclined
tojudgewith moreal ertnessthe pedagogic
failure of schools all around. This failure
is multiple. The simplest is the failure to
try any pedagogically astute or appealing
techniques in the classroom. The reason
for this all-India provincial phenomenon
is usually understood to be ‘poverty’, but
may be better diagnosed as the continu-
ation of a colonial mindset and culture.
The teacher acts as a colonised adult, that
is, not as a free and responsible agent in
her space, the classroom, but asa daveto
other's agendas. She peforms her role
reluctantly, almost in anger, referring to
thecurriculumandtextbooksasprescribed
by ‘them’, as being mistaken, and as the
mistake being made at her cost. In this
situation, to expect her to devise more
successful methods of teaching is to be
unrealistic. Here the antagonists are the
state and the educators, with the children
apassive, suffering population victimised
by the former via the latter.

The more complex failure of most pro-
vincial schools is their distancing them-
selves from even the most basic teaching
of languages and disciplines, even in the
most rote-learning based way. As they
dispense with their responsibilities they
successfully make a norm out of an ex-
ception: the engaging of private tutors for
their students. Parents expect by now that
they must pay for private tutition for their
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child, achiever or not, and that they cannot
engagein any dialogue with the school on
the subject. A system of parallel schooling
or duplicate schooling has fully been
institutionalised, with the child going to
an ordinary school in the daytime for five
to six hours, and to a second one in the
form of a tutor in the evening, or night,
or morning, and sometimes at two of these
times.

Such is the nature of provincial moder-
nity that these private tuitions have be-
come a prized consumer good, decried for
their expense but valued as a status sym-
bol. For those who simply cannot afford
them, they have become the real obstacle
to an egalitarian society, because schools
are not judged by how much they cost, but
rather by how much private tuition their
system needs. So-called English medium
schools apparently always need so much
private tutoring that they are effectively
closed to modest-income families.

Such, further, isthe nature of provincial
modernity that there does not existasingle
parents’ organisation in any school in the
city, or any kind of forum that could speak
for thechild’' sneedsfromthe point of view
of the parents. Our research shows an
amazing vacuum in communication. Al-
most all parents without exception com-
plainof thelack of attentiontotheir children
by the school, of oversized classes, of
negligent teachers, of an over-heavy cur-
riculum, of unrealistic extents of home-
work, parents’ help, and cramming. Some
minor complaints are volubly made such
as the carrying of ridiculously weighty
bags to and fro, but no larger issues reach
the status of public debate. On the other
side, amost all educators and administra-
torswithout exceptioncomplainof the lack
of cooperation of parents, and their inabil-
ity —being not educationally sophisticated
by the school’s standards — to do their
share in the education of their children.

Here the antagonists are the parents and
the educators, as each blamesthe other for
not doing their part of thejob. Thisis but
a continuation of the colonia set-up in
which the modern school originated as an
arm of the colonial state and was held at
a distance, and treated with awe, by the
people. There was no possibility of ques-
tioning the school’ s workings, and there
islittle understanding of such apossibility
now. Indeed, schools are divided up into
the ‘better’, more highly disciplined
schools, and the looser ones. The former
tolerate no interference in their policies,
and exercise their ‘discipline’ against

parents as well as students. The latter are
local ingtitutionswhereguardiansfeel more
powerful. Thereisalso an unegual market
relationship between demand and supply
that makes schools a precious partner in
the relationship that may not be aggra-
vated. Culture, that is, the culture formed
in history, adds to the workings of eco-
nomics. Organisations based on region,
language, caste, and profession, do start
schoolsin response to demand. Once they
formally do so, the same organisations
become now the agents of an external,
mysterious process. All formal schools
remain in provincia Indiaa foreign,
colonising power that have to be obeyed
and pandered to.

We emphatically do not want more of
the‘local’ institutionsonly becausethey
are kinder to the family, because the
amount of violence exercised by them
in terms of damaged self-esteem and
damaged prospects of security and mobil-
ity for children isimmeasurable. Nor are
we critiquing the * better’ schools because
of the perverse Foucauldian kind of con-
trol they exerciseover their tie, belt, socks,
shoes, badge, and buckle clad students.
We are critiquing them, ironicaly, be-
causethey donot performtheir modernising
mission successfully. Just as they do not
teach about garbage disposal, they do not
teach thedisciplines, and they do not teach
the discipline of self-reliance and respon-
sibility. They do not teach English, asthey
al profess to so. The few children who
seemto learn al thiswhile attending them
do so because of thelabour of their parents
and private tutors. This lopsided reliance
onthefamily for theactual educationwhile
denying the family the right to participate
in formal schooling whether through ad-
vice or any other form of participation is
a double blow to the modernisation
project in India. It further widens the
colonial gap between school and family
and poses them as adversaries of each
other. It trashesthosefamiliesthat will not
or cannot take over the education of their
children at home, and these are the vast
majority of families. The population of
Indiais at present divided up into those
who can teach their children through their
own resources, and those who cannot and
therefore rely fruitlessly only on schools
or stay away from schools as impossible
propositions.

A postcolonial school is a difficult
thingtorun, asisanything‘ postcolonial’
because of the legacy of colonialism.
But we use the lessons of history to
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suggest some concrete steps that are all
being tried.

First, the postcolonia school does not
discriminate between children onthebasis
of their family background, including
through subtle features like the name or
appearance of the school, thefeestructure,
the dress code, and most of al, the expec-
tation of home-education from parents.

Then, starting from the bottom up, it
actively strives to woo those children to
learn who have never encountered book
learning before. There is a series of
pedagogic strategies for this, and the aim
being clear, they are all developed with
tireless labour and tried varioudly.

For thefaltering performance of childen
from families where there is no previous
education and there is also active resis-
tance to the culture of the modern school,
the children are not faulted. We arein this
historical situation together, and nothing
about the modern position istransparently
unquestionable. So, the school revises
much curricula and procedures to incor-
porate the home culture, which like any
culture, isfull of awealth of potential for
any possible use.

The Rammohan Roy Syndrome

Rammohan Roy wanted to be taught
everything of westernlearning becausethe
other eastern knowledge was aready ac-
cessible and, as we understand him, it is
better to belong to two worlds and be
universal thanto oneand thelesspowerful
one. He was not so much westernised as
a westerniser.

This desire has stayed with ambitious
Indians since, but no one has worked out
aformal pedagogic strategy for theimple-
mentation of it. The school, as the main
production unit of this project, given that
it controls curricula, books, rituals, and
language, should be able to demonstrate
a stronger strategy than it does.

Rammohan Roy was a polemicist and
areformer. He was not an educator in the
sense that he had not spent hundreds of
hours teaching children and observing the
effects of his teaching (which we claim
educators must do). His call for western
learning for Indians consisted simply of
the introduction of the English language
and European philosophy, science, and
history into schools based on the British
organisational model in which Indian
children should now study.

The problem with this approach was,
and is, that it is a layman’s solution, not

apedagogically skilled or atechnical one.
We are not condemning the history but
takingitfor granted. All peoplesandnations
adopt ‘foreign’ normsand formsand forge
new syntheses that prove functional and,
eventually, even aesthetic. Because of a
complex of economic and political cir-
cumstances in the 18th century, there was
a strong move in India towards western
learning and ideas. But judging by today,
one cannot be sure the ‘adoption’ has
worked. The problem is not merely aes-
thetic or political. It is of substance. It is
not that we have no working educational
strategy, and no great Indian model of
schooling. It isthat we havelittle learning
atogether. There is occurring a massive
waste of human resources.

In Vidyashram we have children from
backgrounds as authentically ‘Indian’ as
you could want. They are familiar with
Hinduor Mudimmythology; haveaholistic
attitude to nature; are in touch with the
countryside, even visiting ancestral vil-
lages frequently; know Hindi and usually
Bhojpuri well; and are comfortable with
theiridentities. Wetry, in RgjaRammohan
Roy’ s mode, to downplay this knowledge
and taken-for-granted identity, and push
for comfort with the English language,
western ideas, images, stories, concepts.
LikeRammohan Roy, wefeel that because
they have a sufficient dose of ‘the Indian’
at homeand arenever exposed thereto‘the
western’, that is, ‘the universal’, we must
compensatefor thisby using up the school
time as a balancing mechanism. This is
probably a simple but fair description of
how all good schools, including ours, have
operated from Rammohan’s day.

But there is a difference in our school.
We are openly uncomfortable about this
home-school split and the fact that it has
continued for some 200 years, with the
only challengestoit comingfromreligious
schools that exclude non-co-religionists
and belittle their knowledge formations.
So we take the next necessary step of
creating new ritua sfor children, conscious-
nessraising for teachers, and new textsfor
both—and not as“we” against “them”, but
together. Thestaggering dimensionsof the
task, and simultaneously the indispens-
ability of it, makesit comprehensible how
insofar that it was not tried, therewasonly
inefficient pedagogy.

ToreducetheRammohanRoy syndrome
to basics—western learning in the school,
Indian a home — and then to go beyond
it with different curricula is one thing we
try. Theother, moreintangible, thingagain
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aso refers to a certain understanding of
history. The school and home have been
locked in a battle for these 200 years, but
have each donetheir job moreor less. The
school has been more powerful for the
elite, and the home more powerful for the
majority of India's provincia and rural
population. But if we interpret the history
of learning aspositive and productive, and
see how much has been gained by the
nation in ‘preserving’ entrenched know-
ledges (the successof thehome, thefailure
of theschool), and a so how much hasbeen
gained by assimilating English and west-
ern knowledges into the Indian systems
(the success of the school, the failure of
the home), we can have a vision of how
the home and the school need not be
counterposed and couldwork together very
productively. This needs a tremendous
comfort with history, a lack of shame at
‘what happened’, aconfidencethat it was,
and can be, moulded, and arecognition of
ourselves inside it.

Power of Rituals

The practice of running a school con-
vinces once and for al, with a firmness
beyond dispute, of the importance of
everyday rituals as a hidden curriculum,
that is, as responsible for as much of the
teaching occurring in the school as the
more explicitly stated curricula.

Once this point is digested, it is not
possible to interpret efforts either in the
past or present towardsbuildingupacertain
kind of person or consciousness by any
other yardstick but: did they institute the
proper rituals? Failure cannot be judged
harshly, because, again, practice tells one
that appropriate rituals are difficult to
construct. But efforts can be so judged,
and educators' statementscan be analysed
carefully for the seriousness of these
efforts.

Almost no group at any time, in the
whole history of education in India, sub-
mitted mechanically to new colonia con-
structions or follow unthinkingly a colo-
nial citizenor other similar model . Groups,
whether region or caste or language or
occupation or ideology based, al tried
experimentsinsynthesis. They understood
the power of naming and the power of
bestowing meaningin variousways. They
wished to pick and choose and adapt and
combine names, symbols, and rituals for
their purposes. In the case of schooling,
however, asfar ashistory tellsus, they did
not demonstrate pedagogic acumen.
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Observation inschool stoday confirmsthat
the same weakness persists. Educators
continue to make bold statements about
the ‘Indian citizen’ they wish to produce,
and then have almost no thoughts on how
this alchemy will occur. Indeed, modern
Indianeducatorsstill havetoresolvewhich
of severa conflicting messages we wish
even to present to our students.

A modernising nation has always used
the power of rituals together with more
directly conveyed messagesto sociadiseits
younger generationsin desired values. We
inIndiahavestill to decide, which values?
To become aware of the fact that we were
teaching somevaluesal ready anyway, only
not reflexively, would hasten our choices
and decisions, but this awareness itself is
lacking. Observation in a US school for
one day would make it self-evident that
the values being taught with consistency
are: individualism, competition, consum-
erism, occasional environmental friendli-
ness, the* us' asmodern, rational, advanced,
and American. Observationinaprovincial
Indian school for one day would lead us
to believethat what was being taught was:
indifference to surroundings; the absence
of any authority but the teacher; no sense
of self-worth; the mindless following of
instructions; the expectation of being
judged all thetime; the“us’ asmoralistic,
but otherwise undetermined and left for
private determination at home.

To be instrumental in changing this, as
said above, those involved in schooling
have to be aware of the problem first. But
even the simplest technical difficulties of
the' east-west’ synthesisarenot recognised
by anyone. Hence, inthe some 100 schools
of a medium-sized Indian city, the para-
phernaliaof tunic, tie, badge, belt, buckle,
socks and shoes is used to support rituals
like morning assembly, marching, raising
hands, stopping at doors, and so on. The
hollowness, indeed the pernacity, of this
is recognised only by those with a solid
ideology behind them, such as Gandhian
nationalism, Ahl-e-hadis reformist Islam,
or RashtriyaSwayamsewak Sangh Hindu-
ism. They are decisive in condemning
western ‘gadgets’ that do not suit our
climate or culture, but they do not realise
that they they then have to invent substi-
tutes, not discover them in the Vedic,
Quranic, or traditional village past. All
other teachers and parentsin a provincial
city, of whatever sex, age, class, or com-
munity, speak only acceptingly of the
whole packet of what are called ‘ con-
vent’ practices — meaning, colonial
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derived, theoretically English medium
schooling — and would not dream of
challenging the smallest, most mistaken
aspect of this structure.

We say ‘mistaken’ not because we are
fond of the ‘pure’. Processes of syncre-
tism, hybridisation, and creolisation are
precisely what constitute history, and
should be considered central and not
peripheral toitsworkings. The experience
of asubject decides where the centre lies,
and her experience is likely to be that of
hybridity. But in terms of power, both
economic and symbolic, there are definite
winnersand losers. Thus, whilethewhole
of Indian history has surely consisted of
domination and adaptation, assaults and
responses, interaction and synthesis, inthe
colonia periodtheviolenceof thisislarger
inscaebutasodirectedtovery vulnerable
groups. As a result, there is a distance
from thetarget aimed at by both sides, the
colonial and the nationalist. The moder-
nity and the disciplining aimed at by the
colonial forces did not evolve, but neither
did an ‘Indian’ modernity aimed at by the
nationalists.

The problem is not, as both nationalists
and intellectuals would have it, that there
is westernisation, and we were, and still
are, imitative and derivative. The problem
isthat thereis vacuousness. Children, and
their educators and parents, do not know
why they are wearing, repeating, respond-
ing, behaving in acertain way. Therituals
and symbols of the school are unallied to
the home and street, and children are non-
cregtiveandawkwardwiththem. Therituals
and symbols being in this sense meaning-
less, thechildren createtheir own meaning
in them, which is: “This is what is de-
manded of you. Do what they ask, lielow,
then go about your preferred business.”
Colonial education created, and continues
to create, two facesin theeducated I ndian:
the public ‘yes’ and the private ‘no’.

Our active practice shows us clearly
what often escapes academic study: that
ritualsand symbolsareawayscreated and
manipulated and are never natural. When
looking at a certain time in the past, say
the establishment of British rule, ascholar
might find that indeed, that was a time of
symbol constructions, but then inferen-
tially regard previous constructions as
natural. Involvement with schooling
teaches that at each time, just like today,
leaders, reformers, and educators had to
make an active choice about symbols.
Where they were not dert or active, they
made mistakes.

Theother argument isabout change. The
average teacher, belonging to the same
pool of adultswho unreflectively condone
and perpetuate existing structures, is not
the person to expect to change schooling
in this regard. Only a very talented or
experienced teacher could, from the les-
sons that emerge to her from her practice
in the classroom, do so. Otherwise it is
only the postcolonial thinker who has to
deploy her understanding towards fash-
ioningritualsand materia sfor thecreation
of the future by negotiating with the past
in the immediate present.

Power of the Teacher

Rituals, symbols, and the philosophy
they reflect are the determining compo-
nents of a school, and each educational
system maintainsitslegitimacy and power
by these means. Until the 19th century the
natural seeming discursive formation of
Sanskrit education for the elite and
‘pathshalas’ for the masses, seemed to be
unshakeably entrenched. Yet it did get
shaken and replaced. Apart from being a
simplecomment onthevagariesof history,
this teaches specific lessons for schooling
today, and the schools that result have
lessons to teach about history.

Inthe shift from Sanskrit and vernacular
teaching to colonia education, the power
of the teacher was taken over by the
administration. The power of the text was
replaced by thepower of thetextbook. And
the power of the word went to the power
of the examination.

What if today, almost 200 yearsafter the
reverse process was launched, we want to
restore the power of the teacher? Thisis
what our postcolonia school is trying to
do, and we face at least three problems.
First, unlikethe British, who cameinfrom
another system with their own baggage of
meanings, we are bred within our own
system. Every singlepersonactinginindia
today has been produced within its edu-
cational system, which aswehaveclaimed
above, breeds an insidious effect of obe-
dienceof authority, dependence on others,
lack of self-worth, moralism, etc. The
techniques of escape from a cycle of re-
production are not well understood yet.
The closest we haveisto the notion of the
postcolonial, the reflexive and univer-
salist intellectual who isin the business
of deconstructing colonial and colonial-
derived discourses. Thisis aso our solu-
tion, to which is added very emphatically
the postcolonial insight missing for most
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such intellectuas: that history does not
stop and we are not outsideit.

The second problem is that we need the
unassail able economicand political power
to assert our right to meanings, such asthe
Britishhadwhenthey assertedtheir equiva-
lent right. And third, we need to fight on
a cultural front the persuasion aready
imbedded in peopl€e's minds that the co-
lonial modes of schooling are the only
ones possible. These notions are strong
because mental formations and relations
persist evenafter thelegitimising authority
behind them has retired, and specialy if
retired from a position of strength. So,
even if we can imagine being a govern-
ment in power with sufficient economic
resources, we need to marshall the support
of convinction that existing educational
techniques are not the only ones possible.

These insights help us to understand
history better. The British, we can now
suppose, had amuch harder timein trying
toinstall their system of schooling against
the existing Indian ones than is generally
supposed. It took long and occurred in
dow phases as their cultura legitimacy
grew. It was resisted for varying reasons
in most provincia towns and cities. And
whenit wasaccepted, it was accepted with
modifications.

Wesharethenafeeling of difficulty with
change similar to 19th century British
efforts. But thereisanother ironic problem
also to be compared, and we would like
toend with apossible solution to that. The
justification of colonial action lay in that
the existing system was inferior in their
view and they had a duty to set it on a
correct pathinthe causeof civilisationand
enlightenment. Wearesimilarly callingan
existing system insufferable and implying
that we have a ‘duty’ towards children in
changing it, though we would prefer not
to name any legitimising agendas. The
colonia move is typically condemned as
political: they actually needed cheap clerks,
awesternised consumer market, aloyalist
citizenry and overall brainwashing into
accepting the British. And we? Arewethe
less political? We may not need the
modernising bourgeoisi€’ sefficient labour
force and docile public such as present-
day Indian schools should, arguably, try
to produce but dismally fail to. But we do
want to teach the virtues of environmental
protection, concentrationonthejobat hand,
control over one's life and responsibility
towards others, and an attitude of creati-
vity and achievement. These are no less
political goals than the colonias’, only

different ones. We may consider them
infinitely superior to colonial and
modernising ones, but even so, in the
conflict they arouse between the
unreformed I ndian adults of the provinces
and we educators, they arealso ‘ colonial’.

It is not in the content, therefore, that
we can overcome colonialism. Any inter-
vention in contemporary problems, any
action in history and life, is violent and
destructive of others' beliefs and rights,
and therefore partly colonial, no matter
how glorious the cause.

It is only in the process that we could
be postcolonia. Schooling isitself a pro-
cess, andiscolonial. Moreover, theschool -
ing has to be carried on at severa levels,
not only of adultstowards children. At all
levels, then, there has to be no toleration
of thefollowing relationship: the subjects,
reformers, acting upon the objects, those
tobereformed. Tobeactively postcolonial
is a never-ending challenge. Teachers
cannot be forced to take responsibility in
their teaching spaces, as they were once
forced out. They have to understand the
power of this responsibility and adapt it
to their needs (which means that they can
fail to do so, or actively refuse). Maids
cannot be forced to keep the rooms clean
because suchisthe new need of the nation.
They have to be permitted to choose the
work, by being moved around (after being
trained in) different jobs. (But they can
refuse to cooperate). Children cannot be
forced to stand in line because that is one
of the few visions of a possible disciplin-
ing. They have to be given sufficient time
by adultsto interactively comprehend and
develop rituals (and will provide unfore-
seen challenges in doing so). Failure is
tolerable on al these scores if a germ of
changeoccurswithit. Failureistemporary
inthelanguedurreeof history. Our school
is‘postcolonia’ becauseit believesin the
method. It might fail inimmediately over-
comingitsmodern, colonial surroundings.
It succeeds in producing change, albeit
Slowly. [l

Address for correspondence:
Nitak@umich.edu

[ Thisessay isbased onacommon conceptualisation
of problems and vision of solutions on the part
of the two authors extending over some 12
years. ThewritingstyleandjargonisNitaKumar’s.
She would like to always remember Som
Majumdar’s generosity in permitting this indul-
gence, even while the two authors continued to
debate endlessly their understanding of principles
and practices.]
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