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The sociological study of education in
India, especially from within the dis-

cipline, has always had to contend with the
idealistic, reformist and prescriptive na-
ture of education discourse and activity.
Most students on their first encounter with
the subject feel frustrated by what they
regard as its ‘negative’ orientation. They
become impatient with the critical stance,
often asking, why sociologists only point
out what is wrong, without suggesting ways

of improving things. They also protest,
saying, sociology only tells us of cases
where education has ‘failed’ to live up to
its own ideals, and that ‘real’ and ‘authen-
tic’ education could only be a liberating
experience, and a way of improving the
whole of society.

Another problem has to do with how to
write about education and society without
resorting to generalities and rhetorical and
platitudinous observations. It is not easy
for students to distinguish between per-
sonal anecdotes which may give insights
or generalised descriptions from everyday
experience and reading, and sociological
data on which assertions can be made. The
phenomenon of school education is also
a familiar one, with the result that scholars
often do not realise when they have over-
stepped the limits of their data and research
findings while drawing conclusions. The
effort involved in turning field notes, text
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analyses or survey statistics into a coher-
ent, insightful and readable text, where
there is a tight connection between the
analysis and the conclusions, can be pain-
fully discouraging.

One may pick up Avijith Pathak’s book
with a sense of anticipation and excite-
ment, expecting to read an incisive socio-
logical commentary on schooling in India.
The titles of the introduction and the first
three chapters suggest a wide scope: ‘Life
at School: Need for a Critical Enquiry’ to
set the stage, followed by the first chapter
on policies and objectives, the second on
sociology of school knowledge and third on
the culture of schooling and the formation
of consciousness. A fourth chapter on
‘Mirambika, An Alternative School’ and
the final one ‘In Search of Emancipatory
Education’ hold out the promise of some-
thing more rounded, dare we say ‘holistic’,
than only the sociological analysis of
education.

Pathak says in his preface, that his
engagement with education comes both
from being a teacher and from being a
parent. He points out that school is only
one of the many influences on life, and
there are limits and contradictions inherent
in what schools can do; the outcomes may
often be unintended. For example, the
system of colonial education which was
meant “to create docile subjects loyal to
the British empire…also created many
rebels who fought against colonialism…”
(p 8). A purely instrumental view of for-
mal education, as certification for the world
of work, is also too narrow, for the ideal
of education is much larger than this. The
particular perspective that Pathak brings
to the question of schooling is its impor-
tance as an institution of modern/complex
societies. “[T]he school is the first insti-
tution where one learns to interact with the
world outside of his or her home and family”
(p 8). In this assertion he brings a welcome
focus on of the importance of the modern
institutional context to understand the
meaning of present-day schooling for
children, growing up and society. In com-
plex modern societies, the production
and transmission of knowledge give
schools their special importance and
makes schools influential in how one per-
ceives and relates to the world. For this
book, he sets the macro questions of the
social functions of schooling, its role in
the process of social transformation,
the social construction of knowledge and
intriguingly, schooling as a ‘language of
protest’.
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In the first chapter of the book Pathak
distils the essence of about 20 thinkers and
researchers who have shaped this area of
the discipline, often with just a few suc-
cinct paragraphs. The list includes Dewey
on the importance of school in advanced
cultures, Cohen on the difference in formal
and informal socialisation, Green and
Parsons on the selecting function of schools,
Durkheim on discipline for the develop-
ment of moral agency, Foucault on the
school as a disciplinary institution of the
modern state, Spring and Ellul writing on
the rise of expertise and dependence on
institutions as features of modern societ-
ies, to mention just a few. Only a few
influential thinkers such as Gramsci, Young
and Bernstein are conspicuous by their
absence. These deft accounts seem to have
a stage setting function vis-a-vis the book:
ostensibly they are there to provide a
framework for the macro question of
schooling in Indian society, the concern
of the rest of the book. The insights are
gathered into three thematic areas: the place
of school in modern existence, morality
and the social order, and critiquing school
practice. But they are reported in a series,
with no attempt to bring the insights of one
thinker to bear on another’s, nor to draw
out their particular significance vis-a-vis
the Indian scenario. And so, this chapter
does not go far enough in setting the stage.
This point need not have been mentioned
if the rest of the book had drawn on the
insights of this chapter and demonstrated,
through analysis and commentary, its
relevance and significance as a framework.
Rich as the first chapter is in terms of
theoretical frames and insights, the rest of
the book is impoverished in this respect.
The introduction now sits as a small gem,
incompletely cut and set, in what is basi-
cally a disappointing book.

Education as an ‘Arena of Struggle’, the
second chapter of the book, (unconven-
tionally called ‘chapter one’), is an attempt
to give a “broad historico-philosophical
orientation to the societal meaning of
education” and to help us develop a ‘criti-
cal consciousness’(p 59). More than 2,500
years, beginning with ancient Indian edu-
cation and ending with post-independence
education policy, is covered somewhat
unevenly, in about 50 pages. Pathak de-
votes about a third of this chapter to ‘sa-
lient features’ of the ancient period, draw-
ing almost exclusively from Radha Kumud
Mukherji’s classic, Ancient Indian Educa-
tion: Brahminical and Buddhist (Motilal
Banarsidas, 1969). The discussions on

education as spiritual realisation, inner
discipline, a culture of critical enquiry, and
the Buddhist monastic order, meander
somewhat aimlessly and eclectically, with
Pathak trying to highlight their ‘progres-
sive’ elements and during which one gathers
his admiration of the ancient systems. In
his section on ‘problematising religious
education’, he does not go beyond the well
known criticisms of caste and gender biases
in this system. Apart from the problem of
relying exclusively on a single secondary
source, Pathak’s commentary fails to bring
any fresh insight into what are otherwise
quite well known facts about traditional
systems of learning. Contrary to expecta-
tions, one does not gather any more un-
derstanding of how educational practice
was organised to nurture critical conscious-
ness, nor about questions such as, how did
the ancient knowledge communities func-
tion and what was the organisation of these
institutions and their relationship to the
rest of society? What were the roles of
pedagogy and texts in shaping religious
consciousness? And how did these prac-
tices relate to identity formation, the con-
stitution of agency and broader socialisation
practices of the larger hierarchical com-
munities in which teachers and students
were embedded? Although he writes “[y]
et we would insist that there are certain
emancipatory possibilities in some of the
ideals of ancient education. These ideals
are austerity, humbleness, ego-transcen-
dence and resolution of dualities… That
is why, ancient/religious education has its
complexities” (p 71)), but without any fur-
ther discussion of this, the assertion is little
more than a pious platitude, and we are
no wiser about the complexities.

In an attempt at historical continuity,
Pathak resorts to compressing the complex
and variegated period from the universities
of Nalanda, etc, in the seventh century till
the ‘madrasas’ of the precolonial period,
into just about a page. He seems quite
unapologetic about this summary treat-
ment of a period which is perhaps most
significant in the formation of present-day
Indian consciousness, carrying in it the
seeds of explaining the medieval and feudal
aspects of Indian society that survived
inspite of the promotion of modern ratio-
nality by the British colonisers through the
institution of school. The organisation of
epistemic communities into universities,
the worldwide exchanges of knowledge
are important to explore from the point of
view of the social organisation of learning.
So also the ‘maktabs’ and madrasas brought

with them a new place for literacy in
religious learning. Statements like “the
Islamic system,… laid great emphasis on
the necessity of moral discipline” and “It
was (the Ustad’s) responsibility to see that
his students learn morals and manners,
sincerity and good habits” (p 67), stand out
as stray comments, giving no clue to where
Pathak draws these statements from (there
are no sources for this section), nor what
we are to learn from them. The book may
have benefited more from deleting the entire
section on ‘Ideals of Ancient Education’
in favour of investigating just this one.

Pathak begins his diatribe on colonial
education, with rhetorical flourish: “Co-
lonialism is about power. It hierarchises
the world. It privileges the coloniser;
enables him to suppress the colonised...
The colonised are generally a demoralised
lot” (p 72). We learn of the ultimate nar-
row aim of nurturing arrogant ‘brown
sahibs’ (p 85) as a result of an evil system
which was shaped by the designs of Grant
(who seemed be interested in developing
the taste of Indian for British goods),
Macaulay (who was “desperate to prove
that modern/English education would be
a gift from the British civilisation” (p 78)
and Bentick (who “knew he could rely on
Macaulay” (p 79). Attributing the failure
of this system to deliver mass education,
to these evil designs and the East India
Company’s not being “eager to spread
modern/European education” (p 76) seems
particularly simplistic when one recalls
that the very idea of ‘mass education’ was
taking shape only during this period even
in Britain itself, and the Company was
primarily a trading company. Pathak does
refer, in passing, to the ‘age of reason’ and
the emergence of the capitalistic class in
Britain at this time (p 78). But attributing
any special slant to the colonialist’s choices
vis-a-vis their education policy for the
colony must be with reference to the
changing notions of childhood
socialisation, family and citizenship which
informed their policies back home, par-
ticularly for the underpriviledged. This
section too would have benefited from a
wider referencing to the fairly large body
of research on the colonial experience. The
note on the lower caste response to colo-
nialism, although primarily only a narra-
tive on Phule, has the merit of bringing in
an element of the multiplicity of meanings
that the colonial education had for Indians.

Before moving into post-independence
education policy, Pathak has a section on
Gandhi and Tagore. He describes the main
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features of their education philosophies,
and remarks on the continued relevance of
ideas such as learning through doing (p 93),
and the affirmation of ecological values
(p 94) both pedagogically and socially.
Regarding their inability to influence the
‘mainstream’, he observes rather lamely,
of Gandhi’s ideas on education: “(i)t is
unfortunate that in post-independent India
his scheme was not taken seriously” (p 91).
Surely a more sociological explanation of
the unpopularity of these ideas, of people
no less that Gandhi and Tagore is in order.
The rest of the chapter highlights the main
ideological thrust of the Indian education
policy since from the Radhakrishnnan
Commission: the importance of science,
national unity, equality and the uniqueness
of Indian identity. This draws attention to
some interesting themes that have per-
sisted through different commission re-
ports (although we do not learn much about
the government policies). But this too would
have benefited from being situated, with
reference to the larger socio-political
context in which various commissions
functioned. The scope of this section could
have been further broadened to bring in
the federal nature of the state’s activity in
education, its movement as a subject from
the state to the concurrent list, and the
influence of foreign players not only on
education policy thrusts, but also in the
setting-up and the character of the NCERT.

The chapter on ‘Texts and Ideology’ is
based on the analysis of two sets of text-
books: the now famous, discarded NCERT
middle social science textbooks by Romila
Thapar, Bipin Chandra, etc, and the books
for middle school produced by Eklavya,
Madhya Pradesh. And it is suggested that
understanding India as it is projected in
these textbooks will help us “see the signi-
ficance of the politics of knowledge: the
relationship between knowledge and
power, ideology and curriculum” (p 111).
This chapter only presents Pathak’s analy-
sis of the main features of the texts them-
selves, without locating these in the social
context which would bring in the connec-
tions with ideology and power. What we
get is a series of subtitles: “History as an
ideology of secular nationalism”, “avoid-
ing the glorification of the Hindu past,
emphasising the ideals of tolerance and
harmony”, “debunking grand ideals, see-
ing conflict in History”, etc, and under
each of these subtitles, large sections of
the textbooks themselves reproduced and
occasionally glossed. Presenting so much
data for the reader to digest suggests that

much more controlled crafting of the in-
terpretation of the texts was essential to
showcase the insights and observations,
relevant as they are. The tedium of the
school texts and the lack of both contextual-
isation and sociological comment, by now
a persistent feature of the writing, oblige
us to turn to the next chapter with a feeling
of immense dissatisfaction.

‘Looking Beyond Texts’ which is poised
to be the author’s decisive statement on
the “formation of consciousness” before
moving beyond into the promise of alter-
natives, exemplifies the platitudinous
garrulity that has been the bane of Indian
discourse in education. Pathak attacks the
traditional bogeymen of Indian education
with rhetorical sledge-hammering guaran-
teed to level: English medium education
(“There is no sincere effort to abolish this
dual system of education” (p 151)), the
narrowly defined legitimate knowledge
(“…the burden of legitimate knowledge…
restricts ones horizon’s; it stunts ones
creative growth” (p 153)), missing dia-
logue (“The consequences of non-dialogic
education are disastrous: schooling be-
comes an alienating experience” (p 156)),
examinations (“Examinations breed com-
petitiveness, they adore success, condemn
failure, and promote individualism”
(pp 153-54)), and neo colonisation by tech-
nology (“Here indeed is a blinkered view
of intelligence… Its consequences are
disastrous” (p 159)). The title of the last
section, ‘Is There a Way Out?’ echoes the
trapped feeling of the reader. It begins with
the sage pronouncement, “(w)e are living
in troubled times” (p 161). But Pathak is
not content with this summary of the pre-
ceding depiction of our disastrous predica-
ment. Unrelenting, he finishes his assault
with globalisation and neo-fascism. Tucked
away in the outpouring are stray promising

intuitions: children’s alienation from the
cultural resources stored in Indian lan-
guages (p 152) and market-rationality de-
priving one of the memory of anti-colonial
struggle (p 161). But there aren’t enough
of them to make the read worthwhile.

The last chapter is about Mirambika, an
alternative school in Delhi, run by the Sri
Aurobindo Ashram. As Pathak observes,
there are alternatives which exist to the
mainstream of education and yet these
“alternatives arouse fear, suspicion and
anxiety,… therefore it is necessary to
comprehend this phenomenon” (p 166).

 The chapter is schizophrenic. The first
50 pages read like a brochure on the ideal
school: committed core founders, trainees,
volunteers, for whom Mirambika gives
meaning to existence, and children expe-
riencing “intense activity amidst freedom”.
The next 17 pages describe the fears of
parents, lack of good teachers, and elitism
of the children. In the absence of the social
context, and sociological analysis which
would have made the apparent schizophre-
nia comprehensible, the load of reconcili-
ation is left to the last sentence in the
chapter: “Perhaps the future alone would be
able to reveal the trajectory of this extraor-
dinarily charming school, which, despite
its crises and contradictions, is pregnant
with enormous possibilities” (p 235).

One wishes one could end this review
with the same sentiments about the book.
With no themes or arguments developed
through the book, no interconnections and
no overarching insights, the book itself
remains only a collection of chapters,
normative and sentimental. Regrettably, it
joins the growing number of essays by
people well established in their own dis-
cipline, who write about education without
respecting its right to rigorous and con-
trolled scholarship.
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