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with the latter characteristically being 

a place to socialise children into their 

customary roles instead. 

Kumar points out that the Indian school 

system has many paradoxes-one of 

which is that it claims to be liberal and 

gender-blind, while actually being deeply 

gendered. Its curricula and processes 

address the movement of boys into new 

social roles, while quietly refusing to 

challenge the family's role expectations 

for girls. Girls learn a girlhood, Kumar 

says, not a childhood. The Western lib

eral notion of a free rights-bearing indi

vidual is conspicuously absent in it. 

Kumar believes that in spite of having a 

fractured male-centric practice of mo

dernity, schools have still proven to be 

a place of refuge for girls where, for a 

while at least, they are protected from 

the fears that they are otherwise ex

pected to live with. 

Kumar broadly believes in the poten

tial of modernity and holds that the 

state must be responsible for fulfilling 

it. He emphasises in several essays that 

the RTE was a historic milestone for our 

country. The universalisation of elemen

tary education, which it legislated into 

place, was not conceived as just a me

chanical getting of certificates. Instead, 

it was meant to be an education that 

enabled children to discover and fulfil 

their possibilities. This legislative inter

vention formally carved out a distinct 

space for childhood in our country. 

Challenges to the RTE 

In a magisterial essay, Kumar outlines 

the main challenges that the RTE has 

faced from within the education system 

itself. It is an essay that everyone work

ing in the domain of education should 

read. Kumar starts by saying that with 

the right to education being seen as 

part of the right to life, the Indian state 

has acknowledged its responsibility for 

ensuring that every citizen gets to live a 

life of dignity. However, the implemen

tation of this responsibility by the state 

leaves much to be desired. The focus 

has been more on access rather than on 

the quality of education. Today, with 

the continued decline of public school

ing and growth of private schools, even 

that access is under attack. 
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The features of the education system 

that have been barriers to the vision of 

childhood and dignity embedded in the 

RTE include an intrinsic series on exclu

sions when moving from elementary to 

secondary and higher levels. Historically, 

exams have served a gatekeeping role to 

reduce numbers going from one level to 

the next. Such a deeply entrenched system 

of annual examinations serves primarily 

to exclude and not to help in the goal of 

learning which assessment is otherwise 

so important for. 

The overall system of higher educa

tion, too, is very poor in quality, with 

only a few halfway decent pockets among 

the otherwise vast numbers. Such a 

higher education has naturally failed to 

throw up the required number of teach

ers with adequate knowledge of the 

subjects they are to teach. At the same 

time, teacher education is a morass of 

corruption and incompetence. A few in

stitutions producing star recruits of a 

handful of high-paying firms serve to 

blind us to the mess that•is the rest of 

our education system. Meanwhile, fast

growing privatisation is further distorting 

the purposes of education. It is pushing 

learning away from what is good for 

children towards what is good for con

sumerism and big business instead. 

The market and India's social divides 

draw careful attention from Kumar. He 

points out that the increasing nexus be

tween the states and markets is punch

ing holes in the limited protection that 

was being afforded by the state to girls 

through schooling. They are now in

creasingly exposed via market process

es to gendered roles and identities and 

to a culture of commodified work, 

which the school was trying to present 

a bulwark against. Modernity claimed 

to be offering the possibilities of libera

tion through institutions like schools. 

The potential for liberation is now fac

ing new challenges. 

Part of the difficulty has been the 

way modernity has been defined as 

quintessentially urban as opposed to a 

modernity that had roots in rural areas, 

too. The result of this has been that ed

ucation has been overwhelmingly de

fined as an urban-centric exercise of 

upliftment of the ignorant rural masses. 

Education under modernity privilege: 

getting a choice in what to do witl 

one's life, but for rural children, this i: 

assumed to only mean moving to urbar. 

areas. Villages got defined by the Brit

ish as symbols of tradition and this nar 

rative continues on in contemporar} 

India. Across several chapters, Kuma1 

rues the fact that the city is seen as thE 

teacher and the village as the one who 

has to be taught, much as the colonial 

rulers were teachers and the natives 

the taught. This has become embedded 

in our development discourse and in 

our development workers, with very 

mixed results. The possibility of a mo

dernity that works through both rural 

and urban society has been denuded. 

Marginalisation 

The education system that our model of 

development has created is hurting the 

poor, Dalits and particularly Adivasis 

the most. Schools and employers oper

ate with a kind of Darwinism where 

only those at the top of the heap de

serve any respect and consideration. 

The rest, it is thought, deserve to re

main lying in their muck. It is rare to 

have any serious discussion of caste in 

any schoolbook. A notable exception to 

this are the social studies books devel

oped by the National Council of Educa

tional Research and Training (NCERT) 

when Kumar himself was its director. 

Adivasi languages and cultures have, 

for the most part, been bulldozed and 

suppressed, thereby losing the many 

pedagogic possibilities that a dialogue 

with them could have created. All this 

happens in spite of the Constitution 

and the many legal commitments the 

state has made at different times. Yet, 

Kumar refuses to throw up his hands in 

despair and continues to demand that 

we hold the state to its responsibilities. 

Alternative Systems/Visions 

Kumar has been arguing for many 

years that we need not see Indian edu

cation as a hopeless, barren space that 

needs infusions from Western-trained 

educationists and policymakers to be

gin to flower again. He has often writ

ten about Gandhian basic education as 

a paradigm that carried within it some 
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