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Preface

Recalling the forgotten, one may allege, is like refusing to come
to terms with what prevails; it is sheer nostalgia; it is
conservative; it is reactionary. I, however, do not agree with
this allegation. As a matter of fact, it all depends on what one
recalls: conservative practices or radical dreams. As I see it, there

" are moments when we must recall the forgotten wisdom, renew

it, enlighten ourselves, fight the present pathology, and move
towards a better future. It is in this sense that in this book I
have recalled the forgotten—the emancipatory ideals of
education. It is by no means my contention to argue that these
ideals were necessarily practised in some ‘golden’ era. Instead,
I see these ideals more as possibilities and aspirations which
seem to have been devalued and forgotten because of our
present obsession with the market. Global capitalism and its
culture of money-making /skill-oriented /instrumental learning
have led to the commodification of education. Its consequences
are devastating. It annihilates deeper aesthetic/ethical /spiritual
ideals of learning; it negates criticality and reflexivity; it
privileges instrumentality. No wonder, instead of elevating man
to a spiritual height, it reduces him into a mere resource with
an appropriate use-value. Recalling the forgotten emancipatory
ideals of education is, therefore, not like regressing to a mythical
past; instead, it is essentially an attempt to create a new future.
It is a process—a deeply aesthetic/moral/spiritual quest.

A book of this kind, I am aware, would not appeal to those
who have already decided that what prevails is necessarily true,
valid and practical, and hence there is no need to alter it. Nor
would it appeal to those who think that education is too much
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of a ‘soft’ domain, and hence without revolutionary changes in
the ‘hard” domain of political economy, an attempt to alter it is
useless, or at best a utopian/idealistic venture. However, this
book, I believe, is essentially for those—students, teachers,
researchers, parents, policy-makers, educationists and social
philosophers—who believe that ‘base’ and ‘superstructure’, far
from being engaged in a purely causal/deterministic
relationship, constitute an integrated whole, and education is,
therefore, deeply significant for shaping our consciousness and
priorities. Yes, the book makes it clear that it is desirable as well
as possible to visualize an alternative, critique the dominance
of the market through active pedagogic interventions, and
restore the aesthetic/moral dimension of education. In other
words, the book is for those who believe that revolution, far
from being a spectacular event, is a continual process, and every
day is a new beginning, and every effort—no matter how
small—has its relevance. In fact, there is no ideal situation for
initiating a change; we have to move even when obstacles are
enormous.

The book has emerged out of a creative process in which I
have been engaging for quite some time. My vocation—the
vocation of teaching—requires perpetual reflection. What am 1
teaching? Why am I teaching what I am teaching ? Is it merely
a cognitive/intellectual exercise? Is it just instrumental: a skill
for earning a living? Or, is it far deeper—something that gives
a higher purpose? All these questions make me reflect on the
sociology /philosophy of education. True, I teach in a university.
But then, the domain of school education, for me, is no less
fascinating. It is this deep interest in school education that leads
me to interact—and interact meaningfully—with school
children, teachers and parents. I begin to take active interest in
the entire process of the transaction of school knowledge: its
texts, examinations, modes of evaluation, disciplinary practices,
and classroom dynamics. Eventually, this interest gets
transformed into a desire to intervene. With my students and
friends I begin to conduct a series of workshops with school
children. The entire exercise has given me immense insight into

the inner world of children: their cognitive power, their
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emotional vulnerability, their hopes, anguish and excitement.
In other words, I have collected what professional social science
regards as primary data through this ongoing process: a deeply
dialogic/humane/reflexive/qualitative engagement with
education—its different sites, its academic practices, and its
active participants. It is this dialogue that has given me the
confidence to write this book.

Its style reflects its philosophy. It is dialogic; it transcends
disciplinary boundaries; it unites social theory, philosophy and
ethnography of everyday life. It is not statistical; it is qualitative,
experiential and meditative. It is not impersonal; it is reflexive;
it is a quest—a longing. ‘Reason’, wrote Allama Igbal in one of
his excellent poems, ‘analyzes the secrets of life’, whereas the
‘heart sees these secrets before its own eyes.” Or, for that matter,
reason ‘explores the book of knowledge’, and the heart ‘pursues
transcendental thought’. Possibly the book too makes an effort—
a humble eftort—to reconcile the two: reason and heart. And
that is what my methodology is all about. To use the language
of formal sociology, it has its roots in hermeneutic traditions, in
critical realism, and in interpretative methods.

The book begins with an Introduction. It poses the moral
questions confronting us, and situates the debate on education.
In a way; it articulates the very purpose of the book. Chapter I
is about an exploration into the social /philosophical discourses
on education: its core ideals, the challenges that modernity
brings about, the emerging pedagogic issues in the changing
cultural landscape, and above all, the trajectory of educational
discourses in Indian society. Chapter II pleads for a reflexive/
critical pedagogy, examines the specificities of academic
practices relating to science, mathematics, history, social science
and literature, and finally explores the possibilities of an
altogether different culture of schooling. Chapter III enters the
domain of higher learning, throws light on the humanistic ideals
of university education, examines the crisis of higher education
in India, and then evolves alternatives to resist its growing
marketization and commodification. And finally, in Conclusion
an attempt has been made to see the radical potential of teaching
as a vocation, and how it can arouse hope amidst despair. In
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other words, what unites all these chapters is a concern for the
moral/aesthetic component of education which, I fear, has been
overshadowed by the instrumentality of marketization.

As I have already indicated, a book of this kind is not
possible without cultivating what I regard as the art of listening,
I am indeed grateful to all those school students, parents and
teachers who have given me the time to interact with them.
With deep gratitude I recall the contributions made by my
students—Deo Nath, Ravinandan, Gitika, Ram Babu, Bikram,
Bimal and Suganya—who actively participated as resource
persons in different workshops that we organized for school
children.  always feel myself privileged because of my location
in the Jawaharlal Nehru University. Yes, my colleagues across
disciplines with whom I have shared my ideas are of great help;
and the entire ambience of the university—its culture of debate
and dialogue—has shaped my thinking. I also express my
gratitude to Mr. Bharat Kumar for typing the manuscript. Mr.
Saxena—the creative/enthusiastic leader of Aakar Books—has
always fascinated me; his eagerness to publish meaningtul social
science texts is indeed remarkable. I am indeed happy that he
has chosen to publish my book. And finally, my family members
are of great moral support. My mother always enquires whether
[ am writing a new book; my sisters and brothers continue to
expect something creative from me; and my nephews and
nieces—particularly, Aairban, Keshav, Parul and Pallavi—have
given their valuable insights. My wife’s deep insights into the
world of children, and her active participation in this project
have given me the added strength. And Ananya—our
daughter—has always narrated her school experiences, and
participated in the ongoing discussion on education that keeps
taking place almost every night at the time of dinner. This intense
bond is my capital. If the book makes its presence felt, the credit
must go to all of them.

Avijit Pathak
September 5, 2008 Jawaharlal Nehru University
New Delhi

Introduction

MORAL QUESTIONS : SITUATING THE DEBATE

There are primarily three ways through which I wish to reflect
on moral/ethical questions which, I believe, are absolutely
important for a deeper understanding of education: (a) the
relationship between the individual and society; ((b) man’s own
inner struggle resulting from the dialectic of power and love,
egotism and altruism, and desire and austerity; and (c) the mode
of human engagement with nature.

When we think of the relationship between the individual
and society, a series of moral/ethical questions begin to confront
us: questions relating to human rights, democratic freedom,
collective welfare, social justice and egalitarianism. Yes, in
liberal/modern times we have been repeatedly warned of the
dangers of the tyranny of collectivism: how in the name of the
‘collective’, be it a caste association or a religious group, one
can be belittled, and deprived of one’s creativity, uniqueness
and freedom. Possibly a major aspiration of the age of modernity
is the affirmation of the individual—her agency, her rights and
her freedom. It is in this sense that modernity can indeed be
said to be a liberating force rescuing the individual from the
trap of excessive collectivism or communitarianism. It fights
all sorts of religious orthodoxy and fatalism. It gives one the
courage to question, and believe that life is a domain of
possibilities. Indeed, modernity, for its enthusiastic proponents,
is about freedom: freedom of the individual. But then, is the
individual a discrete entity? Or, is one’s freedom unbounded?
It is in this context that I wish to refer to an illuminating
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sociological wisdom. ‘Even though sociology as a formal/
academic discipline was a product of modern times, it did not
forget to point out a more nuanced understanding of
modernity—particularly the relationship between the
individual and society. It did not deny the merits of
individualism, or the doctrine of rights. But then, sociologists
have repeatedly asserted that society is not and cannot be a
mere collection or aggregate of individuals; society has its own
sanctity and transcendent power that must locate individuals,
and make them aware of the boundaries, or the historicity of
their freedom. For example, we know how Emile Durkheim,
despite his modern sensibilities relating to growing
individuation, differentiation and division of labour in complex
industrial societies, celebrated this ‘social fact’, and critiqued
the principles of utilitarianism: the glorification of the atomized
individual driven by the will o maximize his own pleasure
(Durkheim 1933). ‘If interest is the only ruling force’, wrote
Durkheim, ‘each individual finds himself in a state of war with
every other since nothing comes to mollify the egos, and any
truce in this eternal antagonism would not be of long duration’
(Ibid: 203-04). In fact, Durkheim made us aware of the limits to
excessive individualism. It was like striving for an ethical
balance that nurtures a meaningful engagement between the
individual and society:

Men cannot live together without acknowledging and con-
sequently making mutual sacrifices, without tying themselves
to one another with strong, durable bonds. Every society is a
moral society... Because the individual is not sufficient unto
himself, it is from society that he receives everything necessary
to him, as it is for society that he works. Thus is formed a very
strong sentiment of the state of dependence in which he finds
himself. He becomes accustomed to estimating it as its just
value, that is to say, in regarding himself as part of a whole,
the organ of an organism. Such sentiments naturally inspire
not only mundane scarifies which assure the regular
development of daily social life, but, even on occasion, acts of
complete self-renunciation and wholesale abnegation. On its
side, society learns to regard its members no longer as things
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over which it has rights, but as co-operators whom it cannot
neglect and towards him it owes duties (Ibid: 228).

Durkheim’s moral sociology, we know, was not appreciated
by all; conflict theorists saw the traces of ‘conservatism’ in his
worldview; and phenomenologists were disturbed by the
‘structuralist’ element in his thinking. Yet, the fundamental issue
he raised about the need for an ethical balance in the relationship
between the individual and society could not be denied. Possibly
the master thinker was making an attempt to recall what many
modernists often forget: the need to see beyond the discourse
of rights, and unite it with the ethos of collective concern or
duties. If we emphasize only on duties, it is likely to promote
submissiveness. Likewise, rights without duties can degenerate
into a form of egotistic cult. In fact, the complex and dynamic
relationship between the individual and society, rights and
duties, or ‘agency’ and ‘structure’ remains a major sociological
riddle to be solved (Giddens 1993). Even Karl Marx—a great
modernist, and the darling of all radicals—could not give his
consent to the doctrine of the self-centred individual insulated
from the flow of collective existence. He critiqued ‘alienation’
and ‘estrangement’, saw beyond bourgeois individualism, and
imagined communism as ‘the genuine resolution of the contflict
between man and man—the true resolution of the strife between
existence and essence, between objectification and self-
confirmation, between freedom and necessity, between the
individual and species’ (Marx 1977: 97). At a deeper existential
level, it meant that the individual could affirm herself only in a
life-affirming relationship with others, and society could become
truly vibrant and alive by allowing individuals to evolve, grow
and prosper. Neither naked individualism nor collectivist
totalitarianism, but a culture of mutuality, reciprocity and
relatedness was what Marx was striving for. In fact, to act
ethically and morally is not just to think about oneself; it is also
to think of others, and transcend the otherness of the other, and
find a meaning of existence in a reciprocal bond between the
self and the world. Look at Marx’s prophetic message: ‘If you
love without evoking love in return—that is, if your loving as
loving does not produce reciprocal love; if through a living
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expression of yourself as a loving person you do not make
yourself a beloved one, then your love is impotent—a misfortune’
(Ibid: 132). Yes, such an intense ethical/spiritual quest, I believe,
has acquired urgency at a time when neo-liberalism, global
capitalism and marketization have accelerated social
Darwinism, and promoted the cult of egotistic self-interest, and
narcissistic individualism.

Another important ethical question emanates from man’s
own inner struggle. Yes, the material/physical component of
human personality, it can be argued, strives for power—instant
gratification of desires and instincts. It knows nothing except
itself. It is pleasure-seeking, restless and violent. But then, there
is also a psychic/spiritual/aesthetic quest for something more
subtle—peace, tranquility, merger and transcendence. It is this
continual struggle that characterizes the human situation. For
example, when we reflect on psychoanalysis—particularly
Sigmund Freud'’s penetrating analysis of the human psyche—
we come to know about this conflict which the celebrated
thinker characterized as a conflict between id and superego,
between Thanatos and Eros, between instincts and civilization
(Freud: 1985). For Freud, man is essentially a conflict-ridden
being, and the power of the unconscious filled with desires and
impulses is irresistible, and the idea of a moral, peaceful,
altruistic civilized being is more like a construct through which
society represses man. To put it otherwise, the moral foundations
of a civilization, as Freud would have argued, are bound to
crumble through neurosis, phobia, anxiety, psychic disorder,
violence and war:

If more is demanded of a man, a revolt will be produced in
him or a neurosis, or he will be made unhappy. The
commandment, ‘Love thy neighbour as thyself’, is the strongest
defence against human aggressiveness and an excellent
example of the unpsychological proceedings of the cultural
super-ego. The commandment is impossible to fulfil; such an
enormous inflation of love can only lower its value, not get rid
of the difficulty. Civilization pays no attention to all this; it
merely admonishes us that the harder it is to obey the precept
the more meritorious it is to do so. But anyone who follows
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such a precept in presentday civilization only puts himself at
a disadvantage vis-a-vis the person who disregards it. What a
potent obstacle to civilization aggressiveness must be, if the
defence against it can cause as much unhappiness as
aggressiveness itself! ‘Natural’ ethics, as it is called, has nothing
to offer here except the narcissistic satisfaction of being able to
think oneself better then others (Ibid: 337).

Yes, this debunking of moral principles was like a shock,
something that we also experienced when Friedrich Nietzsche,
much before Freud, came with his notion of superman driven
by the ‘will to power’—the superman who loathes ‘the petty
virtues’ and ‘the petty prudences’, and instead, asserts that ‘life
itself is essentially appropriation, injury, overpowering of the
strange and weaker, suppression, severity, imposition of one’s
own forms, incorporation and, at the least and mildest,
exploitation” (Nietzsche 1981: 229-30).

But then, as I wish to argue, this is only one narrative about
human vulnerability, about the supremacy of aggression over
peace, power over reciprocity, and narcissism over relatedness.
It should not be forgotten that there is yet another narrative
which, unlike that of a Freud or a Nietzsche, tells a different
story: a story of possibilities, a story of human evolution from
darkness to light, from egotism to altruism, from violence to
peace and tranquility.! In a way; it is also a central concern of
mystics, spiritualists and even profound humanists. It would
be argued that man is capable of overcoming the limitedness of
his own little world, and experiencing something higher, nobler
and wider. In our own Indian philosophy, to take a striking
example, we often speak of the three gunas born of prakrti—
tamas, rajas and sattva-—that bind down in the body
(Bhagavadgita. XIV). Tamas is about inertia and darkness leading
to ‘unillumination, inactivity, negligence and mere delusion’
(Ibid: 13); rajas is about passion and vitality which result in
‘greed, unrest and cravings’ (Ibid: 12); and sattva is about
calmness and peace. And life’s journey ought to be a movement
towards sattva through a series of moral/ethical practices. Not
solely that. A liberated soul transcends even sattva because he
1s beyond all gunas. Until we reach this stage, as it is believed,
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we are only in the making; our evolution is incomplete. It is an
ideal that is heavily demanding—an urge to become like a yogi
‘who regards pain and pleasure alike, who dwells in his own
self, who looks upon a clod, a stone, a piece gold as of equal
worth, who remains the same amidst the pleasant and the
unpleasant things, who is of firm mind, who regards both blame
and praise as one’ (Ibid: 24).

Itis this quest that is seen in all grand ideals of love, devotion
and prayer. How to see beyond one’s little self, and embrace
others is a moral quest. Or, how to pass through the conflict
between darkness and light, and move towards a higher state
of being is a question that continues to have its impact on our
moral sensibilities. What a wonderful interpretation of this
conflict Mohandas Karamchand Gandhi made when he
reflected on the Bhagavadgita:

Personally, I believe that Duryodhana and his supporters stand
for the Satanic impulses in us, and Arjuna and others stand for
Goddward impulses. The battlefield is our body. The poet-seer,
who knows from experience the problems of life, has given a
faithful account of the conflict which is eternally going on
within us. Shri Krishna is the Lord dwelling in everyone’s heart
who is ever murmuring. His promptings in a pure chitta look
like a clock ticking in a room. If the clock of the chitta is not
wound up with the key of self-purification, the in-dwelling
lord no doubt remains where He is, but the ticking is heard no
more (Gandhi 1982: 13-14).

And this quest, I would argue, has acquired added relevance
in our times, particularly because we see the all-pervasive
commodification and consumerism that generates violence and
restlessness through constant simulation, stimulates the
aggressive urge to fulfil one’s egotistic desires, and makes one
believe that ‘life has no goal except the one to move, no principle
except the one of fair exchange, no satisfaction except the one
to consume’ (Fromm 1985:89).

The mode of human engagement with nature is yet another
domain that leads to moral and ethical questions. It is true that
we live in the age of science and modernity, and it asserts man’s
scientific rationality, technological intelligence and supremacy
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over nature. Yes, in a way, modulating, shaping, dominating
and conquering nature has become an integral component of
the ‘civilizing” process. And it has led to immense techno-
industrial development and heightened standard of living. It is
also true that this techno-scientific skill has helped humankind
to survive, and overcome the forces of nature which, at times,
are damaging to human safety, security and growth. If we recall
our utter helplessness before the wild forces of nature in pre-
modern times, it is said, we would invariably remain grateful
to what science and technology have done to enrich human
life! Yet, it should not be forgotten, there is a dialectic in the
entire process. The same liberating forces—if exercised
excessively, and without a sense of humility—can prove to be
utterly destructive. It is like despiritualizing nature, and
reducing it into a mere ‘resource’ for man'’s continual material
well-being. Nature, Francis Bacon argued with immense zeal,
must be ‘bound into service’ and made a slave, put ‘in
constraint’, and ‘moulded’ by the mechanical arts. Or, for that
matter, as Rene Descartes thought, there is no fundamental
difference ‘between the machines made by craftsmen and the
various bodies that nature alone composes’. No other
relationship—say a creative/delicate relationship—with nature
1s possible anymore. It has to be perpetually utilized; its
resources have to be exhausted, and this victory must go on
indefinitely. No wonder, the principle of aggression is implicit
in the dominant notion of development. It conquers everything:
trees and forests, rivers and mountains, plants and animals. It
annihilates memories and mythologies. Its only motto is
limitless ‘growth” which dispassionate economists quantify; and
this magical number is enough for governments to carry on
their developmental projects—building huge dams, occupying
tertile lands for constructing Special Economic Zones,
demolishing old habitats for decorating the urban space. Is it,
therefore, surprising that today a series of moral/ethical issues
have begun to emerge: issues relating to development,
environmental disaster, standard of living, displacement,
rehabilitation, and above all, ways of relating to nature? In fact,
the anguish over the demystification of nature can be felt in the
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language of what we often regard as the other West—the
language of romanticism relating to the enchantment of nature
and a living relationship with it, an intense poetic imagination
that once led Walt Whitman to write:

To me every hour of the light and dark is a miracle.

Every cubic inch of space is a miracle.

Every square yard of the surface of the earth is spread with the same.
Every foot of the interior swarms with the same,

To me the sea is a continual miracle.

The fishes that swim—the rocks—the motion of the waves—

The ships with men in them,

What stranger miracles are there? (Whitman 1986:389)

As a matter of fact, it was also the language of philosophic
anarchists and utopians like Emmersen and Thoreau. And yes,
contemporary neo-leftists, ecofeminists and environmentalists
have repeatedly warned us of the dangers of ‘instrumental’
orientation to nature, and celebrated the ethos of balance,
harmony and understanding. Again, when we look at some of
the ancient texts—say, the Vedic hymns relating to the adoration
of nature, we witness a similar spirit of reverence, wonder and
respect.? These voices, let it be clear, are not recalled here to
relinquish science, and celebrate an idealized living in the lap
of nature. The fact is that the questions which are emerging are
critical and deeper. Can we keep looking at nature in the same
way as we have been doing, particularly for the last four
hundred years? Can we go on destroying the ecological balance
—the entire natural landscape and its biodiversity in the name
of ‘development’? These are complex questions having moral,
economic and political implications. But then, these questions
can no longer be escaped. Possibly this requires a high degree
of moral/ethical sensibility: an attitude of self-restraint and
balance, an alternative principle of economics and standard of
living, a spirit of living engagement with nature, or what a
contemporary social scientist has regarded as ‘core ecological
values’ implying: (i) living in harmony with nature, (ii) over-
coming anthropocentric prejudice, and (iii) recognizing intrinsic
value in beings other than humans (Hayward 1994 : 31-32).
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These three ethical principles—a reciprocal relationship
between the individual and society, an inner quest for peace
and harmony, and a creative engagement with nature—are not
isolated and separated. In fact, all these three principles
constitute a whole, and indicate what can be regarded as a spirit
of merger—seeing beyond one’s little self, and experiencing an
intimate bond with the larger reality which manifests itself in
the dynamics of human relationship, or in the vastness of natural
milieu. It is like striving for a culture that values solidarity,
egalitarianism, ecological balance and human fulfilment in love
and tranquility. “‘Why is it that all good things—Gandhism,
Marxism, socialism, environmentalism and spiritualism—
collapse? And why is it that we continue to cherish the glamour
of capitalism: its market, its technology, its comfort, its
aggression? Or, why is it that in the struggle between the good
and the evil, it is always the evil that wins?’ As a young learner—
a school student of Class XII—asks me this pertinent question,
I find no immediate answer. I, however, begin to realize the
importance of a quest for alternative values which, I guess, can
make the young learner and her generation think, feel, act and
dream differently.

And my central argument in this book is that education has
to play a key role in this transformative process. I insist on this
point because in the name of ‘determining’ causes like techno-
economic and other material factors, there is a tendency to
undermine the significance of education in the process of social
transformation. For instance, it is believed—particularly by
techno-economists and even by a section of orthodox Marxists—
that our beliefs, attitudes and worldviews are primarily
dependent on the economy and technology, and hence no
significant result is likely to come if we work in the ‘soft’ domain
of education without looking at the ‘hard’ reality. I do not wish
to enter into the age-old philosophic debate between the
materialists and idealists. What I am pleading for is rather
simple and straight. It is for a more dialogic and dialectical
interplay of economy and culture. It is not a question of either/
or. Instead, it is a realization that for any project of social
transformation we need to work with equal intensity in the
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domain of education: the way we think, define ourselves and
relate to the world. In fact, among the Marxists it was Antonio
Gramsci who realized and spoke of this truth rather
convincingly because he knew the importance of cultural
hegemony, and the resultant need to work in the domain of
culture to transform human society (Gramsci 1971). In fact,
Gramsci saw ‘primitive infantilism” in economic determinism.
The domain of culture, as this creative Marxist asserted, is an
important terrain on which men move, acquire consciousness
of their position, and struggle. And particularly in our times
when civil society and cultural/educational institutions have
become immensely powerful, as Gramsci would have reminded
us, there is an urgent need for the ‘war of position’: a struggle
in the domain of ideas and consciousness. No wonder, for him,
education was absolutely important in diffusing a socialist
‘counter-hegemony’ among all potentially revolutionary
subjects. Gramsci was just an example from the Marxian
tradition. As a matter of fact, if we look at the history of ideas,
we do realize how the possibilities implicit in the domain of
education fascinated a series of thinkers and activists—from
Leo Tolstoy to Mohandas Karamchand Gandhi, from Ivan Illich
to Paulo Freire. We were repeatedly reminded of the
transformative power of education.

My book begins with this possibility or with this hope: much
can be done in the domain of education. At a deeper level,
education, as I would argue, is essentially about the moral/
ethical quest: a process of transforming our consciousness, our
beliefs, aspirations and orientations to the world. True, none
would dispute that such liberating education is a life-long
process, and we continue to learn through diverse experiences
in politics, family, sexuality and spirituality. Love and
separation, disease and recovery, and struggle and resistance:
every major episode in life is a turning point, and gives us
illuminating lessons. In this informal/experiential mode—
passing through the complex trajectory of life, seeing a film,
listening to a piece of music, and reading a novel-—we learn
great moral lessons. It is in this sense that education has a much
broader connotation than its merely formal/academic
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component. But then, I would argue that even formal
education—the way a complex society expects us to pass
through well-defined stages of school/university learning—
cannot escape the moral/ethical question. It is wrong to think
that formal education is only about academic/technical skills,
and there is necessarily a separation between academic methods
and ethical pursuits. Because all these skills which we value
today—say, the skill of a doctor, an engineer, a scientist, a
manager or a historian—have to be operationalized and
practised in a concrete socio-historical setting, and if we do not
reflect on life’s deeper objectives, these skills may prove to be
useless, or even utterly disastrous. For example, how often we
have seen a ‘skilled’ scientist allowing himself to be hijacked
by the military establishment to further accelerate the growth
of technologies of mass destruction; a management graduate
joining the lucrative corporate world only to sell soaps and wine;
or a doctor with his specialized skills taking active part in the
unholy act of female infanticide! In other words, it is like living
in a strange world in which the continual production of
‘specialists” and ‘experts’ does not necessarily assure human
connectedness, creativity and love.

As a matter of fact, in the ultimate analysis, it is our creative
and critical orientation, or our moral sensibilities that would
shape how we use these ‘skills’, and enrich our world. That is
why, divorcing formal education from deeper moral and
philosophical queries would be utterly damaging. This does
not mean that morality demands religious education. Nor does
it mean that ethical sensibilities have to be cultivated through
sermonizing. Anyone engaged with education knows how
authoritarian and life-negating such moral learning can prove
to be. Life has to be lived, felt and experienced, and not reduced
Into a series of moral axioms to be bombarded on the mind of
the young learner by an authoritarian teacher. In fact, for ethical
questions, what we need is just a sensitive/dialogic process of
learning when we study science and economics, engage in
mathematics, or look at history. As I would argue in this book,
all these branches of knowledge—from mathematics to
literature, from history to physics—which we include as part
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therefore, gains immense significance. And this chapter too
acquires its relevance precisely because it seeks to see beyond
the instrumentality of the existing trend, and reminds us of the
deeper ideals of education which, I believe, have to be asserted
with immense zeal in order to create a just society.

I
CORE IDEALS

To begin with, let us identify a set of core ideals which have
been repeatedly emphasized (of course, with varying degree of
emphasis) by all great proponents of emancipatory education.
As a matter of fact, a journey to the philosophy of education
would enable us to abstract a set of four core principles—critical
consciousness, aesthetic imagination, inner awakening and sensitivity
to vocation—irom its extraordinaril y rich discourses which have
been evolving through diverse traditions and visionary
thoughts. It is in this context that we need to remember that a
great ideal of education is that it expands the capacity of human
thinking. We no longer remain contented with the way things
appear to us. We seek to understand, interpret and explain the
world. We penetrate, go deeper, and ask questions. In other
words, education is about the cultivation of critical spirit:
perpetual eagerness, curiosity and restlessness to explore. In
modern times we often equate this spirit with scientific temper.
Because science, its proponents argue, evolves as it does not
take the world for granted. It questions, explains, demystifies
..It does not remain contented in the name of discovering the
absolute truth. Instead, as Karl Popper argued with a great
degree of sophistication, science progresses because of its
inherent principle of refutability; it perpetually strives for new
findings to replace a set of conjectures with a new one (Popper
1972). 1t is this criticality which has played an important role in
liberating our consciousness from dogmas and superstitions.
At this juncture, however, I wish to make a point of caution.
The ideal of criticality as liberating consciousness can be equated
with scientific temper, provided we broaden the meaning of
science, and do not equate it solely with the technological
mastery over nature which, at times, becomes devoid of
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reflexivity and criticality. As a matter of fact, the kind of critical
spirit we are taking about can be seen in people working in
diverse domains of life: not just natural scientists and
technologists, but poets, saints, revolutionaries and other
creative souls. It is in this context that I wish to recall Nachiketa’s
intense zeal: his urge to understand the meaning of death, and
his refusal to get carried away by any delusion, or temptation
like ‘cattle in plenty, elephants, gold and horses’ or ‘noble
maidens with charity and musical instruments’ (KU.I:1.23-1.25).
And we know from the extraordinary tale of the Katha Upanishad
that it was this curiosity and single-minded devotion that
eventually convinced Yama to explain the great secret to him.
Nachiketa gave us a great ideal of learning which has its appeal
because, to use the language of contemporary educationists,
developing the capacity for critical thinking is important for
separating the trivial from the serious, the meaningful from the
substantial. Nachiketa did not take things far granted. Nor did
he remain contented with ‘normal’ things of life. Instead, with
absolute sincerity he was questioning and questioning in order
to separate the trivial from the substantial. Even though not a
‘scientist” in contemporary sense of the term, his curiosity/
eagerness was an ideal no educationist could remain indifferent
to. It is true that this questioning mind-—the refusal to remain
contented with the surface reality—does not necessarily have a
smooth and comfortable trajectory. Because not to agree with
the given order of things is to suffer, and experience even
ridicule and marginalization. We know Nachiketa suffered; so
did Socrates and Galileo and many others who questioned,
interrogated and made us think. Yet, I would argue that the
inherent experience of pain and suffering notwithstanding, the
ideal of critical spirit gives us the courage to fight, and move
ahead in life. That is why, criticality is not cynicism; nor is it
merely what contemporary postmodernists regard as
‘deconstruction’. It is essentially about seeing a new possibility,
and constructing a new world. It is filled with unbounded
optimism that we see, to take just two striking illustrations, in
Gandhi’s creative ‘experiments’ with life, and in Marx’s
penetrating dialectical mind that passes through conflicts and
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contradictions, and yet evolves a path towards a just society.?
Education is about having hope in human possibilities—not
shallow hope, but hope emanating from critical consciousness.

It is also important to realize that together with critical
consciousness, education ought to arouse aesthetic imagination:
a sense of beauty and wonder. Because to live meaningfully is
to experience the rhythm of life, and to engage with it creatively.
This is what makes human life qualitatively different from mere
survival. As Marx wrote in his characteristic style, ‘Animals
produce under the dominion of immediate physical need, whilst
man produces even when he is free from physical need and
only truly produces in freedom therefrom’ (Marx 1977:74). Or,
as Marx added, “‘man produces objects in accordance with the
laws of beauty’ (Ibid: 74). It is this aesthetic urge that has created
some of the finest forms of art, music and literature. But when
I am speaking of aesthetic imagination, I do not wish to limit
myself merely to its celebrated manifestations in poetry,
painting, sculpture and other art forms. I wish to see it in
everyday life itself: the way a gardener works with plants and
flowers, a mother nurtures her child, or a farmer cultivates his
land. Because, as a great art teacher once reminded us, ‘Every
act done with a sense of beauty, grace and human relevance is
art, and every object created with care is an artefact’ (Devi Prasad
1998: 7). As a matter of fact, aesthetic imagination is one’s
capacity to transform what otherwise appears to be mundane
and routinized into something beautiful and meaningful.
Without this aesthetic sensibility life becomes boring; there is
no new moment; each day becomes like any other day devoid
of beauty, imagination and wonder, and then, as existentialists
would have argued, the spectre of ‘absurdity’ begins to haunt
man. To have aesthetic education is, therefore, to restore
meaning in life, to evolve a way of seeing, feeling and relating
to the world. Devi Prasad gave a beautiful example to make
this point abundantly clear before us:

I had a friend during my student days who was born blind.
Occasionally, I used to go for a walk with him in the evenings.
Often he would suddenly stop under a tree and ask, “Brother,
is there something here?” Or he would ask, “Are we standing
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under a tree?” Or “Is there a house on our right?” This young
man could not see, he did not even know what a tree or a house
looked like to those with eyesight, however defective. He never
had any visual experience. But he was aware of the existence
of things around. It is this kind of awareness that helps us to
be sensitive about things outside ourselves (Ibid: 16).

Indeed, this ‘awareness’ or realization of ‘grace in life” makes
our existence aesthetically significant and meaningful. It is,
therefore, not surprising that many creative minds all over the
world did speak of aesthetic education. Rabindranath Tagore, I
believe, was a great champion of this ideal. His celebration of
nature—its abundance and its beauty—was remarkable. He
disliked the monotony of artificial learning: a school- mediated
culture in which children are caged. Instead, his great thirst for
colour, for music, for movement of life inspired him to develop
in the children ‘the freshness of their feeling of Nature, a
sensitiveness of soul in their relationship with their human
surroundings, with the help of literature, festive ceremonials
and also the religious teaching which enjoins us to come to the
nearer presence of the world through the soul, thus to gain it
more than can be measured—like gaining an instrument, not
merely by having it, but by producing music upon it" (Tagore
1983b: 26). Indeed, this is a great ideal of education. A sense of
beauty and creativity softens the mind, arouses a feeling of
calmness and harmony, and enables us to see beyond the
utilitarian logic of hard calculation. It is in this sense that the
light of aesthetic education makes us truly humane: full of love
and ecstasy. Because, as the poet felt, ‘everywhere in this earth
the spirit of Paradise is awake and sending forth its voice’, and
it has to be seen ‘in the sunlight and the green of the earth, in
the beauty of the human face and the wealth of human life,
even in objects that are seemingly insignificant and
unprepossessing’ (Tagore 1983a: 17).

Another great ideal of education is its ability to provide inner
strength: the capacity to look at the inner world, understand
the dynamics of one’s inner being, and cope with the riddles of
human existence: life and death, love and suffering, and unity
and separation. It is about realizing one’s location in the cosmos,
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and the urge to evolve a meaning of existence that transcends
all that is temporal and fleeting. At times, it is being regarded
as the spiritual component of education. Even when in a
secular/scientific age we speak of externally visible and tangible
markers of education (acquisition of professional skills,
measured /quantified intelligence and aptitude, and certificates
conveying different stages of graded learning one has passed
through) there is a deep-rooted feeling that education remains
incomplete without wisdom, and it should make us sufficiently
mature to understand the deeper meaning of existence, and
distinguish truth from falsehood, and eternal from temporal.
Without an awareness of this profound meaning of existence,
life loses its significance. No wonder, for a sociologist like Max
Weber, it was ‘disenchantment’; or for existentialist
philosophers, it was ‘absurd’; or, as we are experiencing in our
times, in the magic world of global capitalism it is man’s utter
void manifesting itself in ‘conspicuous consumption’!

As a matter ot fact, without this ideal—no matter how
demanding and spiritual it may sound—the notion of education
remains superficial and fragmented: merely an outer
appearance, but not truly substantial. In Indian philosophic
thought we have witnessed this emphasis: the distinction
between vidya and avidya, truth and maya, eternity and
temporality, and inner realization and mere intellectual
perception. When Truth—the knowledge ot the Self or the
Eternal and the Absolute—is felt and realized, it is believed,
everything else is known; one acquires immense strength to
cope with death, suffering and tragedy; one remains stable, no
longer disturbed by all that is temporal and fleeting; one realizes
the limitedness of one’s finite ego, overcomes all sorts of duality
and separation, and experiences a merger with the infinite.
Yajnavalkya expressed this ideal in a remarkably brilliant
fashion:

For where there is duality as it were, there one smells another,
there one sees another, there one hears another, there one thinks
of another, there one understands another. Where, verily,

everything has become the Self, then by what and whom should
one smell, then by what and whom should one see, then by
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what and whom should one hear, then by what and to whom
should one speak, then by what and on whom should one
think, then by what and whom should one understand? By
what should one know that by which all is known? By what,
my dear, should one know the knower (BU. 1I: 4.14)?

It is this ideal of education that recurs in the Upanishads, in
the epics, in the Puranas, and even in folklores. Even when it is
excessively demanding, it gives dignity to the ideal of education.
Because it asserts that education is not just about socialization,
or about acquiring a skill; it is also about an inner quest. Without
wisdom, what is the purpose of education? I often recall yet
another Upanishadic story of Svetaketu Aruneya. He became a
pupil at the age of twelve, and for the next twelve years studied
all the Vedas. He, however, became arrogant, and began to think
himself well-read. And then one day, the great sage Uddalaka
who was his father asked him: ‘Svetaketu, since you are now
so greatly conceited, think yourself well-read and arrogant, tell
me by which the unhearable becomes heard, the unpredictable
becomes perceived, the unknowable becomes known’ (CU.VI:
1.1-1.3). Svetaketu’s snobbery began to collapse; yes, he knew
words, but never did he internalize and realize their deeper
significance. He had no answer to his father’s query. It was at
this crucial juncture that his real quest began to develop. And
eventually, because of his father’s role as a catalyst, he could
realize what ought to be known: ‘by one clod of clay all that is
made of clay becomes known or by one nugget of gold, all that
is made of gold becomes known, the modification being only a
name arising from speech, while the truth is that it is just clay
or gold’ (CU. VII: 1.4-1.5). Svetaketu internalized the ultimate
Truth transcending all differences and limitedness.

Yes, this narrative does remind us of the necessity of a
journey towards a subtle state of being: eternally calm, peaceful
and contented. And even if we do not feel comfortable with its
‘mystical’ or ‘spiritual’ elements, its essence—how to overcome
perpetual fluctuations of the human mind and resultant
violence, and realize a profound unity with the larger reality,
or how to relate the finite to the infinite, or the temporal to the
eternal—continues to have its appeal to many educationists,
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even though, unlike the Upanishadic sages, they may be
speaking in purely modern/secular idioms.

However, life, we all know, cannot be merely contemplative.
It is about the unity of theory and practice, contemplation and
action, and spiritual and material. That is why, another
important ideal of education is to prepare one for a meaningful
and effective engagement with the phenomenal world with its
diverse domains of activity. It is in this sense that there is a
distinctively vocational dimension of education. A vocation, let
it be realized, is not merely a job or an occupation; it has a deeper
significance. I would think that it means primarily three things:
(a) an inner calling, or an awareness of what can be regarded as
one’s swadharma;(b) a sense of creative accomplishment in what
one does; and (c) willingness to contribute to human welfare
through one’s active and enthusiastic work. Take an example
to understand the depth of a vocation. When we say that one is
merely employed as a doctor, and when we say that one has
found one’s vocation in being a doctor, we indicate two different
experiences. The fact that one is merely employed as a doctor is
not essentially different from the fact that one could have been
employed as an engineer or an administrator, or for that matter,
anything else. One is only doing a job, and one is doing it
because, say, it is prestigious or lucrative. One is not so much
bothered about one’s creativity, or about one’s swadharma. An
experience of this kind does not have much thrill and intensity:
it is generally routinized, and more often then not, alienated. In
contrast, when one feels that being a doctor is like realizing
one’s inner self, it touches one’s mind, one’s body, one’s entire
being; it inspires one to give one’s best to the world. One feels
that one has finally found one’s vocation; it is not just an
occupation; it is far deeper; it is a state of being that brings a
sense of creative accomplishment. To quote John Dewey:

To find out what one is fitted to do and to secure an opportunity
to do it is the key to happiness. Nothing is more tragic than
failure to discover one’s true business in life, or to find that
one has drifted or been forced by circumstances into an
uncongenial calling. A right occupation means simply that the
aptitudes of a person are in adequate play, working with the
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minimum of friction and the maximum of satisfaction. With
reference to other members of a community, this adequacy of
action signifies, of course, that they are getting the best service
the person can render (Dewey 1966:308).

It is, of course, true that finding one’s vocation is no easy
proposition. It does not happen one fine morning. Life is not
necessarily a linear path; it has its turning points and puzzling
curves. As Dewey would have argued, finding one’s vocation
‘will be a constant process as long as growth continues’ (Ibid:
311). But then, educators can always act like a catalyst, and
inspire the learner to realize that life is essentially this quest; it
is an endeavour to hear one’s inner all, and find one’s vocation.
It is to respect the uniqueness, specificity and importance of
diverse vocations, and not to fit everybody in the same box. It
is to give moral/emotional/intellectual support to the learner
so that she can experiment with diverse possibilities, and
eventually succeed in choosing what she is inclined to. This
ideal of education has acquired special importance at a time
when purely utilitarian considerations like money, glamour and
saleability are causing homogeneity in ambitions, and
preventing young learners from acquiring the courage to differ
and experiment®.

All these four core ideals constitute an integrated whole,
and take us nearer to an understanding of what I wish to regard
as ethically sensitive, socially productive, critical education. For
instance, without aesthetic imagination, scientific education may
prove to be utterly instrumental and violent towards nature.
Again, without a journey to the inner world, education tends
to become a mere technique of mastery over the outer world.
Yet, at the same time, in the absence of critical consciousness,
the inner quest for harmony may get reduced into an escape
route from the real contradictions of the world. Likewise,
without practical engagement through vocations, there is no
point of merger between theory and practice, contemplation
and action, art and technology, the transcendental and the
empirical. In this sense all these four ideals are needed to .
reinforce one another.

These core ideals are the fundamentals from where I wish
to begin. But then, society keeps moving, historically specific
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challenges emerge, and new moral dilemmas confront us. That
is why, these ideals have to be activated and creatively
modulated to cope with the changing time. In other words,
through a creative interplay of sociology and philosophy, I
would now examine the pedagogic implications of the dynamic

socio-historical context in which a morally sensitive educator
finds herself.

I1
MODERNITY AND NEW CHALLENGES

To begin with, let us make sense of modernity—the way it poses
specific challenges to educators. Modernity, social scientists
often argue, does not necessarily have a singular/standardized
form; there are multiple modernities, and the way a society
modernizes itself depends on its historicity, its cultural
particularities. Yet, despite these diverse forms, there are certain
core values and aspirations common to all modern societies
(Pathak 2006). For example, no society, if it seeks to modernize
itself, can defend itself without celebrating the ‘rights’ of the
individual. An individual ought to have her own space: her
unique/specialized needs, aptitudes, preferences and
capabilities. Not surprisingly, modern societies all over the
world have generated a high degree of differentiation,
specialization and complex form of division of labour. From
ascription to achievement, from passivity to reflexivity, from a
mere receiver to an active initiator, from a victim of stereotypes
to a creative being capable of making choices—this historic
journey distinguishes modernity, and no society can negate its
liberating potential. Yet, as I have said earlier, no individual,
irrespective of the assertion of ‘agency’, can exist without the
thread of connectedness that society creates. Despite our
individuality and specialization, we need to live together, and
share some binding norms and values. That is why, the challenge
is to restore a shared culture which, at the same time, respects
the autonomy of the individual. How do we consolidate the
moral foundation of a society that is otherwise modern, secular
and extraordinarily complex?

In this context I wish to refer to Emile Durkheim once again
because he was remarkably sensitive to this question. In fact, a
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central theme in all his major sociological works was precisely
this moral quest. Durkheim knew that ‘mechanical solidarity’
could not work in a modern society. At the same time, a modern
society could not run on the basis of selfishness or the utilitarian
notion of the self-centred atomized individual which could only
lead to what he would have regarded as normlessness or
‘anomic’ disorder. For him, the real answer was ‘organic
solidarity’ that, far from negating differences, would emerge
out of the very need for interdependence in an otherwise
specialized cultural milieu:

It is quite otherwise with the solidarity which the division of
labour produces. Whereas the previous type (mechanical
solidarity) implies that individuals resemble each other, this
type (organic solidarity) presumes their difference. The first is
possible only in so far as the individual personality is absorbed
into the collective personality, the second is possible only if
each has a sphere of action which is peculiar to him: that is, a
personality. It is necessary, then, that the collective conscience
leaves open a part of the individual conscience in order that
special functions may be established there, functions which it
cannot regulate. The more this region is extended, the stronger
is the cohesion which results from this solidarity. In effect, on
the one hand, each one depends as much more strictly on
society as labour is more divided; and, on the other, the activity

of each is as much more personal as it is more specialized
(Durkheim 1933: 131).

As a matter of fact, Durkheim was striving for a thread of
connectedness, a shared culture amidst differences because, as
he believed with absolute conviction, ‘the duties of the
individual towards himself are, in reality, duties towards society’
(Ibid: 399). It was like asserting that ‘the ideal of human
fraternity can be realized only in proportion to the progress of
the divison of labour’ (Ibid: 406). It was in this context that
Durkheim gave a new meaning to the debate on education. Yes,
education must fulfil our modern needs and aspirations, and .
train us for diverse and specialized occupations. But then,
education, as he asserted, was more than this specialized
training; it must sensitize us, arouse a sense of collectivity
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amongst us, and inculcate the shared aspirations and values of
the larger society. The object of education, he wrote in no
uncertain terms, “is to arouse and to develop in the child a certain
number of physical, intellectual and moral states which are
demanded of him by both the political society as a whole and
the special milieu for which he is specifically destined’
(Durkheim 1956:71). Education ought to serve an ethical
function; it must consolidate the moral foundation of society;
or to use his own words, ‘to the egoistic and asocial being that
has just been born it must, as rapidly as possible, add another,
capable of leading a moral and social life’ (Ibid: 72). Not
surprisingly then, Durkheim wrote extensively on moral
education, on school as a site of socialization in a modern society;
the dynamics of the classroom, the social significance of the
teaching community, and the entire ethos of discipline and
punishment (Durkheim 1961). Education, he repeatedly
asserted, should transform us, make us see beyond our little
interests, and enable us to internalize the moral authority of
the collective which, for him, transcends the individual.

The moral question that Durkheim posed, I believe, is
immensely revealing. Because the age of modernity we live in
poses precisely this question: how do we live together when
there is heightened sense of individuation, specialization and
occupational differentiation? Is education merely a training for
specialized occupations? Durkheim raised these questions
without any ambiguity, and made us sensitive to the challenge
of education in modern times. Well, there is a point when his
critics notice some sort of moral conservatism in his sociological
agenda. Yet, what we cannot overlook is that more than anyone
else, it was Emile Durkheim who gave us moral sensitivity to
see the broader social function of education, and explore the
possibility of a shared realm of togetherness. Yes, our children
must strive for their specific careers. However, life is not just
about becoming a doctor or a fashion designer or an engineer;
life is also about experiencing, feeling and internalizing our
shared memories, histories and struggles. Should we negate this
societal component of education, and become only smart
professionals? Possibly Durkheim would have wanted us to
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strive for a world in which a doctor recites Tagore before a
patient, a fashion designer initiates a debate on Gandhi’s clothes,
and an engineer publishes poems in literary magazines. This
fusion of horizons rescues us from discrete specialized roles,
and enables us to consolidate the moral foundation of our
society. With Durkheim we could indeed interrogate the merely
instrumental /technical definition of education as just an
occupational training.

At this juncture, we should not forget that this ‘moral
education’—or the organic link between the individual and
society—becomes truly meaningful only through the process
of democratization which is yet another aspiration of a modern
society. Because it is democracy—an ethos of mutuality and
reciprocity—that prevents the disruption of a delicate balance
in the relationship between the individual and society. How to
inculcate the ethos of democracy is, therefore, a major challenge
that confronts every sensible educator in modern times.
Democracy, it has to be realized, is not just about mega political
events: about elections and formation of governments.
Substantial democracy implies essentially a way of life: a mode
of thinking, acting and engaging with the everyday world. It
demands from us the ability to think and choose; it expects our
critical and creative engagement and active participation in the
way we manage our affairs. It also expects an inclusive mind—
willingness to listen to others, to debate, dialogue and work
together. In other words, while it demands the relative
autonomy of the individual, it also requires what Habermas
would have regarded as a shared “public sphere” in which we
can talk, communicate and dialogue (Pusey 1987:89). Needless
to add, democracy as a way of life seeks to challenge asymmetry
and authoritarianism. It demands perpetual alertness: an ability
to establish the necessary linkage between the formal
component of democracy(casting votes) and the rhythm of
everyday life—protesting against injustice, striving for collective
welfare, and overcoming our inertia and stagnation. It is
important to fight for, and to retain this democratic ideal
because, as history has demonstrated, societies which otherwise
appear to be modern can also invite authoritarianism: be it
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Gtalinism or fascism. In other words, if we do not activate
ourselves, if we refuse to bear the responsibility of freedom,
authoritarianism becomes inevitable. As political philosophers
and social psychologists have reminded us, the ‘fear of freedom’
can negate the very foundation of a ‘sane society” (Fromm 1980).
One must, therefore, learn to live with freedom: how to protect
it, or how not to allow it to get degenerated into the cult of
narcissism or selfishness.

Not surprisingly, educationists have given tremendous
importance to the democratic ideal. It seeks to give autonomy
to the learner, her participation in the learning process; it wants
the learner to think, interrogate, critique and question; and it
expects a more egalitarian relationship between the teacher and
the taught.* Education, as the spirit of democratization implies,
is not an exercise in passive reception of existing ideas and
knowledges; it is essentially an ongoing engagement—
experiencing knowledge as a continual process, not as a finished
product. Paulo Freire, I would argue, has given a radical
meaning to this democratic ideal (Freire 1972). Freire speaks of
‘dialogic education”: a system of learning and teaching that
overcomes the ‘culture of silence’, frees itself from the
‘monologistic” interpretations, and rests on mutuality,
reciprocity and constant interaction between the teacher and
the taught. It is different from ‘banking education” which,
according to Freire, is “an act of depositing in which the students
are the depositories and the teacher is the depositor’ (Ibid: 55).
Banking education, needless to add, imposes passivity on the
learner because it is assumed that ‘’knowledge is a gift bestowed
by those who consider themselves knowledgeable upon those

whom they consider to know nothing (Ibid: 56). It is anti-

democratic. It deprives the oppressed of their own language,
their own struggle, their own agency. But dialogic education
which Freire regards as the ‘pedagogy to the oppressed’ opens
up a new possibility: the teacher and the taught are engaged in
a joint project through which they explore the world. Freire’s
Marxian humanism and existentialist faith in human agency
enable him to see education as a catalyst to social transformation:
from silence to reflexivity, from passivity to creativity, from
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monologue to dialogue, and from asymmetry to symmetry. It
is immensely inspiring. It prepares us to accept the challenge,
and the need to strive for a kind of education that truly
democratizes and decolonizes our consciousness. Indeed,
Freire’s message has a deeper significance. Dialogic education
gives us the strength to believe in ourselves, to fight injustice
and exploitation. It also helps us to humanize modernity, and
rescue it from the monopoly of select experts, specialists and
technocrats. Imagine a classroom in which a teacher initiates a
discussion on, say, Indian democracy. And she creates an
environment in which children are encouraged to come forward
with their own viewpoints. It is possible that someone critiques
it, and talks about child labour, poverty, starvation death, caste
violence and female infanticide; someone speaks of the tyranny
of majoritarianism; and someone praises it for its ability to
conduct regular elections, and allow multiple political parties
to exist. Imagine that she listens to all, participates in the debate
as yet another equal member(maybe with little more
experience), and instead of coming forward with final answers,
poses new questions. Possibly the classroom would begin tc
radicalize itself, overcome caste/gender hierarchies, and make
democracy truly meaningful-—a mode of everyday existence.
Another important challenge that the age of modernity
poses before us is that of secularism. It does indeed make sense
when we say that modernity accelerates the process of
secularization: a process through which the impact of religion
on public affairs gets reduced, and scientific knowledges begin
to acquire more legitimacy than, say, theological interpretations
of the world. It does not, however, mean that religion withers
away in a modern/secular world. Instead, it can be argued,
religion modulates itself, and assumes diverse forms
(Pathak 1998: 91-93). At times, it becomes merely one’s ‘private
affair’; at times, it generates charismatic cult figures promoting
multiple practices of meditation or ‘art of living’ campaigns;
at times, it is a spiritual quest for liberation from the discontents
of a technocratic/bureaucratic world; and at times, it nurtures.
what is now known as ‘fundamentalism’”: an aggressive attempt
to reconstruct the polity, culture and society on the basis of
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‘religious purity’. Yet, what is important to note is that, despite
the prevalence of religion, modernity does indeed lead to the
expansion of the secular space; human beings have now more
opportunities to see beyond the confines of religion; and the
state can function without much interference from religious
institutions. Even, as our own experiences suggest, traditional
religious practices and institutions like Durga puja and Diwali,
and even caste practices get increasingly secularized.

The process of secularization has liberating effects. It
stimulates free thinking, resists priesthood and cultural
orthodoxy, and generates critical consciousness. In fact, the
enthusiastic proponents of the secularization thesis may feel
tempted to see religion as an obstacle to free/scientific enquiry:
religion as some sort of ‘collective neurosis’, or an ‘ideology’
leading to ‘false consciousness’. But it is not altogether free from
ambiguities. In fact, it leads to some sort of moral and existential
crisis. Nietzsche, we know, declared: ‘God is dead’; and

existentialist philosophers started reflecting on the
‘meaninglessness’ of existence in a godless world. From Camus
to Heidegger to Sartre—we saw the intensity of a quest: how to
cope with this ‘absurdity’, how to retain ‘authenticity’, or how
to acquire the courage to carry on like Sisiphus, and not to
commit suicide. Yet, as they could see, it was not easy; ‘bad
faith’ or ‘inauthenticity’ would often characterize our acts and
roles. Living in a godless world was no easy endeavour. Even
sociology—a distinctively modern discipline—was enquiring
into the implications of this ambiguous situation. Max Weber,
for instance, expressed his anguish when he said that science
could not provide binding norms and ideals, and a meaning to
existence (Weber 1948). As Weber would have argued, it is not
particularly easy to live meaningfully when one has ceased to
be ‘religiously musical’! And Emile Durkheim—yet another
great sociologist of religion—felt, ‘we are going through a stage
of transition and moral mediocrity when old gods are growing
old or already dead, and others are not yet born’ (Durkheim
1965: 475). .
- Herein lies the challenge that educators have to address.
Yes, secular education is the order of the day. But does it mean
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the death of the sacred—the end of wonder, reverence and faith?
Or, is it possible to have secular education without losing the
longing for the transcendent? Let us see how Durkheim coped
with this challenge. He hoped that ‘a day will come when our
societies will know again those hours of creative effervescence,
in the course of which new ideas arise and new formulae are
found which serve for a while as a guide to humanity; and when
hours shall have been passed through once, men will
spontaneously feel the need of reliving them from time to time
in thought, that is to say, of keeping alive their memory by means
of celebrations which regularly reproduce their fruits’ (Ibid: 475).
One who has studied Durkheim carefully would admit that he
was essentially hinting at the power of religious ceremonies
and festivals because, for him, ‘religion is something eminently
social, and religious representations are collective
representations which express collective realities’ (Ibid: 22). No
matter how modern/secular a society is, it needs to experience
this moral power of the collective to save itself from
disintegration or the aberrations of egotistic individualism. To
be religious, for Durkheim, is not necessarily to be superstitious.
Instead, as he sought to remind us, to be religious is to be moral;
it is to realize the limitedness of the solitary individual, and the
need to merge with the transcendent power of the collective:

From the mere fact that society exists, there is also, outside of
the individual sensations and images, a whole system of
representations which enjoy marvellous properties. By means
of them, men understand each other, and intelligences grasp
each other. They have within them a sort of force or moral
ascendancy, in virtue of which they impose themselves upon
individual minds. Hence the individual at least obscurely takes
account to the fact that above his private ideas, there is a world
of absolute ideas ascending to which he must shape his own;
he catches a glimpse of a whole intellectual kingdom in which
he participates, but which is greater than him. This is the first
intuition of the realms of truth (Ibid: 485).

Indeed, for him, the reverence for the sacred could be seen—if
we take two examples at random—when we all stand up, and
sing the national anthem, or when we assemble in a collective
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gathering, be it a fair or a ceremony, and forget our little
identities. Not surprisingly, as I have already said, Durkheim
repeatedly insisted on this moral component of education: how
to enable the child to realize and internalize the power of the
collective which, for him, symbolizes the sacred. Secular
education should not, therefore, mean the loss of the sacred,
and its implicit moral component.

Well, Durkheim gave a distinctively sociological meaning
to religion. Not all believers would, however, agree with him,
particularly the way he equated the sacred with the social. Even
when the power of society has immense sanctity, it is possible
to argue that beyond the boundaries of the clan/community/
nation lies another domain of the sacred which, for example, a
Vedantic philosopher would regard as the Imperishable
Brahman who is ‘neither gross, nor fine; neither short, nor long;
...neither shadow, nor darkness; neither air, nor space;
unattached, without taste, without smell, without eyes, without
ears, without breath...” (BU. III: 8.8.). In other words, Durkheim’s
sociology, it may be argued, is not sufficiently adequate to make
sense of a far deeper quest: man’s spiritual longing for the
Eternal and the Absolute. Nevertheless, his significance lies in
the fact that he put emphasis on some sort of ‘civil religion’,
and on the need for reverence and humility without which
secular reasoning might lead to narcissism and aggression. In a
way, Durkheim added some sort of ethico-religious component
to Western secularism.

In a society like ours, characterized by diversity of religious
beliefs and practices, the challenge of secular education acquires
another important dimension. The process of secularization, its
adherents assert, comes as a promise; it is a road to modernity,
nation-making, development and progress. It resists the
onslaught of majoritarianism, and allows plurality of traditions
to co-exist. It is in this sense that our brand of secularism is
often being interpreted as a practice of equal respect to all
religions. In concrete terms, it means the capacity to see beyond
the horizons of one’s own religious culture, create an
accommodative space which is open to other traditions, and
generate a sense of cohesive nation working for its development.
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Educationists have often spoken of this secular lesson: the need
for plurality, tolerance and composite culture. In fact, if we look
at independent India, a major challenge that educationists did
talk about was how to inculcate in the child the spirit of plurality,
tolerance and respect to multiple traditions. Not atheism, but
equal respect to all religions became the primary educational
agenda. No wonder, from Kabir to Nanak, from Ramakrishna
to Gandhi, from Bhagat Singh to Nehru—all became secular
icons(often popularized through calendar art and school texts)
symbolizing cultural syncretism, religious tolerance and
spiritual depth. And the Kothari Commission Report—yes, a
progressive/Nehruvian document on education—revealed this
spirit rather sharply:

We suggest that a syllabus giving well-chosen information
about each of the major religions should be included as a part
of the course in citizenship or as part of general education to
be introduced in schools and colleges up to the first degree. It
should highlight the fundamental similarities in the great
religions of the world and the emphasis they place on
cultivation of certain broadly comparable and moral and
spiritual values (Government of India 1966:21).

This accommodative spirit, we do realize, was needed for a new
nation that had just passed through the trauma of partition and
resultant violence. Secular education, it was thought, would
help us to overcome all sorts of sectarianism and their excessive
ritualism, and thereby create national unity. It was indeed an
urgent political need. We do realize its gravity because one’s
narrow /religious identity continues to be aroused for breeding
communalism: an environment of hatred and suspicion. An
understanding of other religious traditions must, therefore, be
seen as an important educational objective. As a teacher,  myself
have realized how significant it is to inspire young learners to
appreciate the deeper experience of connecting a series of
revelations emanating from diverse faiths: from the Sermon on
the Mount to the longing of a Sufi mystic, from the experience
of detachment in the Bhagavadgita to the Buddhist practice of
overcoming pain and suffering. However, this quest ought to
be authentic. It must see beyond political expediency. It must
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of ‘legitimate’ curriculum in formal educational institutions
have their deeper philosophic and ethical meanings. And with
a radical pedagogy, these academic disciplines can indeed act
like a catalyst, and arouse our moral sensibilities

NOTES

1. Eventhough Sigmund Freud was an outstanding thinker, his ideas
need not be regarded as universal. He was a product of his times.
In fact, his reactive and negative attitude towards accepted
cultural values, it is argued, was due to the historical conditions
which immediately preceded him. For example, his conception of
man as conflict-ridden and potentially neurotic, it seems, was a
reaction against the Victorian tendency to see everything in a rosy
light and yet to describe everything sub rosa. As Carl Jung put it,
‘if Freud is viewed in this retrospective way as an exponent of the
new century against the old, with its illusions, its hypocrisy;, its
half-truths, its faked, overwrought emotion, its sickly morality, its
bogus, sapless religiosity, and its lamentable taste, he can be seen,
in my opinion, much more correctly than when one marks him out
as the herald of new ways and new truths’ (Jung 1967 : 35-36). No
wonder, psychoanalysis has moved beyond Freud. And its
creative engagement with spiritual traditions and even Marxism
has led to a more positive notion of man filled with human
possibilities. Jung, Fromm, Marcuse and Maslow, it would not be
wrong to say, did reveal this possibility.

2. Nature, let us not forget, nurtures and sustains us. Nature arouses
poetry and imagination—a sense of humility and an urge to pray.
I often recall the Vedic hymns, and experience the beauty of this
enchantment. Look at these hymns:

Upward, O Agni, rise thy flames, pure and resplendent,
blazing high.
Thy lustres, fair effulgences (RV. VIII: 44.17).

Or
Bless us with shine, bless us with perfect day light, bless us
with cold, with fervent heat and lustre.

Bestow on us, O Surya, varied riches, to bestow us in
our home and when we travel (RV.X:37.10)

Chapter 1

Rediscovering Educational Goals:
A Quest for Fundamental Ideals

What does it mean to be ‘educated’? Well, it is always possible
to argue that education is a process of transmission and
communication of social heritage from one generation to
another; education—particularly, formal education—is an
important means of socialization in a complex society that
extends beyond family-kinship networks, and demands our
adherence to abstract/universal principles; and education is also
about entering the ever-expanding frontiers of knowledge in
diverse fields. But then, a ‘pragmatic” answer that often emerges,
and tends to occupy our consciousness is that an ‘educated’
person is essentially one who acquires a skill, gets a degree from
a formal site of learning, and thereby earns one’s livelihood. In
other words, education, as it is argued, means enhanced capital
leading to improved social status, occupational mobility and
material success. This popular imagination manifests itself when
schools advertise their ‘success’ stories, marketize their
‘products’, and courses are being evaluated in terms of their
saleability.! Even though this instrumental thinking reigns
supreme in our times, not everyone agrees with this trend; there
is a deep-rooted feeling shared by many educationists,
philosophers and revolutionaries that education ought to have
a much broader ideal to follow. It is not just about skill-learning
and money-making; it is also about inner light, about wisdom,
and about profound sensitivity. To put it otherwise, from the
mere externality of education—degree, job, money—the focus
is shifted to deeper experiences: how one thinks, feels, dreams,
acts and intervenes. The ethico-moral dimension of education,
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emanate from a spiritual urge to strive for an oceanic/universal
feeling: an act of communion with the transcendent. It is this
quest which, I believe, would give real depth and substance to
secularism. Far from remaining just a state-directed activity or
a lesson of strategic ‘tolerance’, it would enter deep inside our
consciousness, and make us feel the charm of the ultimate
merger—unity amidst differences. With spiritual depth
secularism would become truly substantial.

To sum up, the challenge that confronts educationists in the
secular age is essentially three-fold: (a) how to evolve a mode
of learning that inspires the learner to question the bundle of
superstitions and prejudices, promote an enquiring spirit, and
invite the ever-expanding frontiers of knowledge; (b) how to
see beyond sectarianism, internalize a dialogic/accommodative
mind, and cultivate what Gandhi regarded as ‘the habit of
understanding and appreciating the doctrines of various great
religions of the world in a spirit of reverence and broad-minded
tolerance’ (Gandhi 1953:53); and (c) how not to negate the quest
for the fundamental unity of beings, and realize a deeply
aesthetic/spiritual sensitivity which, I believe, Tagore expressed
in a remarkably revealing fashion:

The fact that we exist has its truth in the fact that everything
else does exist, and the ‘I am’ in me crosses the finitude
whenever it deeply realizes itself in the “Thou art’. This crossing
of the limit produces joy, the joy that we have in beauty, in
love, in greatness. Self-forgetting, and in a higher degree, self-
sacrifice, is our acknowledgement of our experience of the
infinite. This is the philosophy which explains our joy in all
arts, the arts that in their creations intensify the sense of the
unity which is the unity of truth we carry within ourselves.
...Its standard of reality, the reality that has its perfect revelation
in a perfection of harmony, is hurt when there is a consciousness
of discord, because discord is against the fundamental unity
which is in its centre (Tagore 1983a:10).

Yes, the crossing of the limit, as the poet felt, is what spiritual

reverence is all about. It is also a deeply aesthetic experience—

a sense of beauty and harmony. Without this wonder, an
educator should realize, science becomes instrumental, politics
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gets reduced into a ruthless strategy, and modernity loses its
depth.

111
EDUCATION IN THE CONTEXT OF THE CHANGING
CULTURAL LANDSCAPE

Responsible individualism, democratic/dialogic consciousness,
and union of the secular and the sacred—these three ideals, as
I have just pointed out, ought to strike the imagination of an
educator, particularly when societies modernize themselves. It
is not, however, easy to pursue these objectives. The road is full
of obstacles, temptations arkl sensations, and an educator needs
to be aware of these challenges. In fact, as societies are becoming
more and more hyper-modern and complex, new ethical
questions have begun to haunt our conscience.

To begin with, I wish to reflect on modern technology which
has become an integral component of our everyday living. Yes,
technology, as the ethos of modernity suggests, is liberating in
nature. It is through technology that the potential of theoretical
sciences unfolds itself. Unlike the theories of science, it is
concrete, tangible and visible. It does things, makes wonders,
and gives us tools and devices to overcome the constraints
imposed by nature. It is dynamic. It progresses continually, and
becomes more subtle, refined, sophisticated, and even
democratic. It promises emancipation from toil and servitude;
it leads to the material well-being of the community.
Technological progress is, therefore, seen as a hallmark of
development. No wonder, policy makers have always insisted
on the need to learn this technological skill, and cope with its
rhythm. In fact, these days techno-scientific education has
acquired the legitimacy of ‘high status’ knowledge®.

But then, the ever-expanding technology, it should not be
forgotten, causes serious ethical and pedagogical problems. For
instance, technology can be so overwhelmingly powerful over
our lives that we tend to lose critical consciousness, or the
freedom to see beyond its paradigm. Technology evolves its
own logic of progress. It becomes a sort of fetish, and every
new piece of technological innovation is seen as ‘inevitable’ to
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which we are required to submit. In fact, technology seduces
us through its well-advertised narratives of speed, efficiency
and comfort. It is, therefore, not surprising that a laptop, to take
a simple illustration, no longer remains just a laptop. We are
told that this ‘little wonder” which has been created by ‘an
unbeatable combination of speed and lightness’ can make us
free from the tiresome ‘walking around with a notebook that
weighs like a brick’. Finally ‘a NOTEBOOK as light as a
notebook’ has arrived; and we are, therefore, persuaded to
indulge in a truly spectacular ‘digital experience’:

Welcome to Reliance Digital. 42,000 sq. ft. of world class digital
experience, with the best products from across the world, right
here in Gurgaon. With over 6000 products on display for you
to touch, try and compare and loads of irresistible offers in
store! So walk right in any day of the week and treat yourself
to a truly one-of-a kind digital shopping experience!”

No wonder, technology causes indulgence. It becomes
exceedingly difficult to come out of it. It is, therefore, not
surprising that it has caused severe imbalance—acute
environmental damage, loss of self-restraint and poverty of
imagination. That is why, educationists need to rethink the mode
of engagement with technology. Technology is liberating only
when we know the art of using it: when we realize that the
same mobile phone which we use to give an urgent message to
a friend from a remote territory can also colonize our bodies
and souls, if we become indulgent; or, not everything can be
gained through the speed of a fancy car because there are
moments when the poetry of rhythmic walking—walking in
silence—liberates our consciousness, and makes us
communicate with the tree, with the butterfly, and with the
clouds in the sky. In other words, as a series of thinkers—from
Gandhi to Illich, from Schumacher to Marcuse-—have pointed
out, it is naive to equate the depth of living with just
technological comforts. It is really sad that in our times the ethos
of perpetual adjustment to the changing nature of technology
has become the dominant educational practice. This ‘social
adjustment’, as Jacques Ellul has argued with great conviction,
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has made the other goals of liberation and individualized
instruction almost meaningless. Because the technological
system, as Ellul would have argued, does not work for the
benefit of man, but for its own benefit. Man becomes a ‘thing’
to be controlled for the benefit of the system (see Spring
1972:149-72). See its consequences. These days, it would not be
wrong to say, technology is causing an illusion of learning, and
techniques of information seem to have acquired more
importance than the entire experience of acquiring fundamental
knowledge. Take, for instance, the obsessive use of the Internet,
and the techno-illusion it creates: one can learn as if only when
the entire information were seen on the screen! The fact is that
knowledge (or knowledge enriched by wisdom) is not just
information; instead, it is the ability to engage with this
information, contextualize it, see it through a theoretical/
philosophical perspective, evolve a mature understanding of
the world, and eventually experience it. In other words, what
education requires is the cultivation of a critical/reflexive/
imaginative mind, not just a technically efficient consciousness.

It is indeed a matter of concern that even little children are
using the Internet to download the information for doing all
sorts of fashionable ‘projects” through which schools seek to
impress their adherents—mainly, the insecure parents who fear
that without the Internet their children might lag behind. This
obsession is damaging. Because children must touch, feel and
experience the world—its vibrations, colours and activities; they
must interact with people around, and learn how to observe,
think and relate. In other words, if we take a simple example, it
is more important for them to play football to develop physical /
motor skills, and acquire the intensity of team spirit, rather than
sitting alone in a room and downloading the information on
diverse places where the World Cup Soccer took place, and then
writing a ‘project’ on this borrowed material!

True, as the enthusiastic proponents of new technology
argue, there are now learning packages available for a whole
range of subjects which individuals are capable of working
through their own speed and at times that suit them. Well, I am
aware that these days social scientists have begun to speak of
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the ‘network society’(Barney 2004); and ‘virtual communities’
are seen as less hierarchical and less discriminatory, and more
egalitarian and inclusive than traditional communities. So even
if one does not belong to a privileged school or a social group,
one can get all sorts of information and learning material from
the Internet. While not entirely negating the liberating potential
of the computerized learning, I am emphasizing that learning
is after all a deeply enriching social experience. One learns
through active engagement with real people: meeting and
interacting with them, relating to teachers and fellow learners,
and seeing, travelling and experiencing the world. The
instantaneity of the virtual reality should not be allowed to make
us forget this basic truth. We ought to realize that the dislocation
and disembodiment of network communication undermine the
rootedness in place and body that is necessary for a robust
experience; it would further encourage withdrawl from civil
engagement, and a deepening privatization of social life. What
is, therefore, needed is to restore the primacy of the social over
the technological in the process of learning. It ought to be seen
as an urgent concern. Furthermore, as Lyotard has shown, new
technology is fast altering the very purpose of knowledge; to
have education, it seems, is only to have the necessary
information for optimizing one’s performance and market
efficiency:

The question (overt or implied) now asked by the professional
student, the state, or institutions of higher education is no
longer ‘Is it true? But “What use is it?” In the context of the
mercantilisation of knowledge, more often than not this
question is equivalent to ‘Is it saleable?” And in the context of
power-growth: ‘Is it efficient?’ (Quoted in Usher and Edwards
1994:175)

Yes, Lyotard is not wrong in his identification of the emerging
trend. The obsessive use of technology is transforming the very
character of a learner. One becomes a consumer of information.
And the process of consumption, one is told, must be fast,
efficient and technologically sleek. The more one consumes the
more saleable one becomes. How often we see schools and

colleges spending a huge amount of their budget for decorating
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their classrooms, seminar halls and libraries with latest
technological gadgets. And particularly in a country like ours,
you may have a private university without talented teachers,
but otherwise decorated with AC classrooms, and gorgeous
computer labs. Educators ought to acquire the moral courage
to resist this trend, and assert that meaningful education requires
patience and endurance, not instant solutions; meditative
silence, not neurotic restlessness for immediate success; depth
of criticality, not smartness of the market; and above all, a truly
context-specific creative engagement with technology, not
absolute dependence on it.

In this context it becomes important to refer to the culture
of consumerism which is having its impact on the very purpose
of learning. Consumerism, it goes without saying, rests on the
stimulation and cultivation of desire, and this desire, let us
realize, does not remain limited only to material goods and
commodities; it is essentially about style, sexuality, power and
a series of symbols that valorize a marketized lifestyle. There
was a time when Max Weber spoke of the role of ‘this worldly
asceticism’ in the formation of capitalism. However, capitalism
has changed, and social scientists have come forward with
diverse theories to make sense of this change: from production
to consumption, from Fordism to post-industrialism, from self-
regulating discipline to seduction. As a matter of fact,
consumerism becomes an integral component of corporate
capitalism which further gets legitimated through globalization
and its implicit gospel of neo-liberal free market economy. As
cultural theorists—from Adorno to Baudrillard—have pointed
out, consumerism spreads because of the market-driven culture,
its mythologies of success and power, and the all-pervasive
television-mediated cultural spectacle with its constant
simulation. Even though the defenders of this culture plead for
vitality, market, growth and a high standard of living, the fact
is that it intensifies man’s aggressive urge to have more and
more. No wonder, restlessness, violence, envy, jealousy and
perpetual dissatisfaction become integral components of this
culture. ‘The gratification yielded by one consumption
experience’, as Bennett wrote with great insight, ‘had to give in
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the shortest possible time to the desire for another; indeed, the
ideal consumer would forego satisfaction altogether—and
desire only desire’ (Bennett 2001: 161).

Needless to add, a meaningful agenda of education ought
to give us the light to see and realize the pathology of consumer
culture, and strive for a refreshingly new and alternative mode
of living. Educationists ought to take up this challenge,
particularly because in our times education itself is being seen
as a road to what the adherents of consumer culture regard as
‘desirable’—success filled with material prosperity. No wonder,
the worth of an educational institution is often decided in terms
of the success rate of its ‘products’: how much they can earn.
Are we becoming so insensitive that it does not shock us
anymore when we see the distinction between an educational
institution and a shop getting increasingly blurred? Are we now
absolutely adjusted to such loud declarations (made by
educational institutes on their achievements) as we see in huge
ads in newspapers?

SUPERIOR PLACEMENTS
ITPM CLASS OF '08 PLACEMENTS HAS JUST BEGUN!!

e Highest Package: Rs.22,00.000/- p.a.

e Rs.16,00,000/- p.a. for 35+ students

o 85 + international placements

e Rs.5,00,000/- plus average package

e 1850+ national placements®

Education tends to become a commodity in the marketplace.
These days almost every student is destined to confront the
question: “After everything said and done, how much can you
earn?’ This is like preparing oneself for a life that values nothing
more than the power of money to buy, consume and conquer.
Is it possible to resist this trend? It is difficult, extremely difficult
because consumerism is deeply related to the structure of
corporate capitalism, and its ethos of economic globalization.
Moreover, in a country like ours that has just begun to witness
the assertion of the consumptionist middle class, an alternative
project runs the risk of being condemned as ‘anti-modern’, ‘anti-
development’, and ‘conservative’. These days we all are
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consumers: consumers of energy, wine, cricket and what not.
But then, what else is education if it does not dare to accomplish
the impossible? Educationists, therefore, must think of a new
sensitivity to see beyond the seduction of consumerism. This
means the light of wisdom that enables one to see the
temporality of consumer culture, and experience beauty and
harmony in a more enduring relationship with oneself, with
the community, and with the environment. Amidst the noise
and aggression of the market, it is indeed refreshing to listen to
the Buddhist message:

There is no greater happiness
Than the happiness of freedom
From selfish attachments

To wealth and all things worldly
Impermanent and ever-changing

We who possess and desire nothing
Our hearts untainted by desire and greed
Not caring to hoard treasures
Amongst those who hoard
We shall live in ever-growing happiness
And shine from afar
Like the bright Gods
In the heaven above
(Quoted in Kaul 2007: 90-91)

As I see school children with fancy mobile phones, or young
research scholars with new bikes and cars, I realize how
meaningless this Buddhist message would sound to them. But
then, let it be clear that this critique of consumerism does by no
means suggest that [ am pleading for life-negating asceticism.
What I, however, wish to assert is that it is possible as well as
desirable to cultivate one’s inner resources, and reduce
considerably the dependence on a series of false needs—or
needs artificially constructed by the market and its culture
industry. A school student once shared her experience of a
shopping mall with me. Yes, the mall—its architecture, its
technological wonders, its vibrancy—did have tremendous



52 Recalling the Forgotten : Education and Moral Quest

appeal to her mind. Yet, I could see the traces of discomfort.
‘Although I liked the mall, I could not deny its artificiality’. In
her remark I could see the beginning of a serious enquiry. She
was not yet mature enough to understand the reason behind
this artificiality; she was possibly feeling a distinction between
the real and the artificial. And herein, I believe, lies the challenge
before us. The task of education is to arouse a kind of aesthetic
sensibility—the ability to distinguish what is enduring from
what is temporal, and what is real from what is mythical. The
task of education is to inculcate in the child a taste for a new
and alternative notion of good living. It does not glorify poverty.
Nor does it find anything heroic in one’s indulgence with the
‘consumer’s paradise’. Instead, it values creative accomplish-
ment, aesthetic enrichment and communitarian engagement.
Or, as Erich Fromm would have reminded us, the ethical
challenge confronting educationists is how to overcome the all-
pervasive ‘marketing character’, and strive for a ‘being” mode
of existence which is ‘to renew oneself, to grow, to flow out, to
love, to transcend the prison of one’s isolated ego, to be
interested, and to give’ (Fromm 1979:92).

The politics of culture has also acquired a new meaning in
our times. It can be seen at two levels. First, we experience it
within the boundaries of the nation itself. Yes, a nation, apart
from its distinctive geographical/territorial location and
modern polity, needs to have a shared culture: a culture evolving
and emerging out of a rich civilizational memory. But then, in a
multi-cultural society like ours, the process of acquiring a shared
culture is extraordinarily complex. Even though the proponents
of cultural syncretism—an idea that got added momentum in
the process of our collective struggle for decolonization—plead
for “unity in diversity ‘as the fundamental perquisite for a new
nation, the fact remains, as many political sociologists
apprehend, that the culture of the dominant community often
becomes hegemonic, and seeks to hijack the culture of the entire
nation (Oommen 1997). In its extreme form, we all know, it
projects itself as the politics of ‘cultural nationalism”: something
that goes against Nehru's ‘discovery’ of India or Gandhi’s
Swaraj. No wonder, the reaction to this hegemonic design
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manifests itself in diverse voices of protest: the assertion of
subalternity and all sorts of identity politics reinforcing the
claims of caste, ethnicity, region and language. While cultural
nationalism is invariably centralizing, these voices of resistance
tend to fragment, move towards plurality and differences, and
at times, problematize the very concept of a unitary nation. Even
though some social scientists in India trained in the discourses
of postmodernism have begun to celebrate fragments and
differences, the fact is that it is equally problematic. Is there
another possibility—a possibility of cultural dialogue and
fusion—that lies beyond cultural nationalism and postmodern
relativism?

Second, at the global level we see yet another kind of cultural
politics. It is the politics of globalization. Even though the
interaction of cultures is not new, and the project of modernity
has been spreading a set of universal values, the present form
of globalization as some sort of ‘time-space compression’ is a
post-Cold War phenomenon: a product of neo-liberal economy
and technological spectacles. Globalization passes through
transnational economic corporations, diasporic communities
and proponents of hybrid identities. But it should not be
forgotten that in a world which is ruthlessly unequal in terms
of techno-economic and military resources, what projects itself
as ‘global culture’ gets equated with the culture of global
capitalism: a market-driven, media-induced, consumptionist
spectacular culture that seeks to homogenize human aspirations
through the entire apparatus of the all-pervasive culture
industry. In other words, even if, as theoreticians like Roland
Robertson would argue, there is a possibility of ‘glocalization’,
i.e. the interplay of the global and the local, not all cultures
acquire appropriate and dignified space in this exchange. That
globalization in its present form privileges the centres of power
can hardly be denied. What is, however, important to note is
that as a reaction to this asymmetrical global culture, we witness
the resurgence of cultural nationalism, religious revivalism,
fundamentalism and even terrorism (Pathak 2006: 96-102).

In this cultural scenario an educator needs to realize the
state of a young learner who finds herself in a terribly confusing






